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	1. Prologue

**Alpha's Heir**  
>A <em>How To Train Your Dragon<em> Story  
>By Grinning Wolf 24<br>A.K.A. Frostfire Markson  
>Originally Posted on the School of Dragons Forum<p>

**Prologue:**

"Hurry up. Grab everything out of that nest too." The hulking shadow pointed across to the other end of the cave. Deep under a mountain that houses what's virtually a small city, the two figures were quietly packing up all the treasures they could get their hands on. This treasure wasn't anything you would normally think to steal; it wasn't bars of gold or pirate's treasure. It wasn't anything that could be mistaken for jewels or the wealth of forgotten countries. They were stones, all shapes and colors, about the size of a large haddock.

"Got it boss. Then let's get out of here. My sack's almost full to burstin' with these eggs."

"Good. No eggs means no dragons, no dragons means no dragon riders, and no dragon riders means no threat of retaliation." The deep voice growled out a laugh.

All of a sudden, a voice rang out from the curving stone staircase on the other side of the cavern. "Who's down there? I am armed, and not afraid." The thieves quickly hauled their sacks over their shoulders, causing the smaller thief ot trip slightly. As he steadied himself, he became even farther off balance, his sack falling from his shoulder, and striking the floor with a resounding 'crack!'. There was the sound of hurried footsteps coming down the steps, and the golden glow of a lantern became visible around the last corner. Horrified, he quickly started shoving the rolling eggs back into the sack, and then, vaulting to his feet, pelted after his boss, into the back entrance to the dragon nursery. They raced through the tunnels until they reached the dragon entrances.

Waiting on the ledge on the outside of the cliffs were two enormous dragons. Covered with a thick skin of mottled black, brown, grays, and greens, they blended into the sparse vegetation. They lifted their smooth, round, heavily horned heads, and rattled the curved spines running down either side of their tails. They finished the display by rising up onto their hind legs so that they could slash the air with the large, curved, bladed claws on their forepaws.

"Get down you mongrel lizards. Stop showing off, and get movin'! Honestly, if these strike class dragons weren't so hard for others to track, I would never have used Grapplewings. Show offs!" He turned and spat at the feet of the other thief. They hopped on, and quickly disappeared into the night, leaving a small, glowing light flickering forlornly on the ledge the Grapplewings had just vacated.

The young viking stared after the retreating figures. Once they were out of sight, he turned and started the walk back into the Nursery. Taking inventory, he saw that there were two empty sacks sitting by entrance, and half of the eggs were missing. "So, they only go half of what they were planning to." He mused to himself out loud. No one else was there to hear him, so he just addressed the air with his thoughts. "The mothers would not be happy. This is supposed to be a safe place for the eggs to stay until the nests get chosen to be moved up to the hatchery." This warm, secluded cavern was were the dragons could now choose to lay their eggs. They could still migrate, or have them in a nest somewhere private, and raise them themselves, but most domestic dragons came here, leaving the eggs to become dragon partners. The eggs stayed in the nests, warm and safe, and ready to hatch when the time was right. Up in the hatchery, a floor above, small nests of the eggs of various species awaited being chosen by new dragon-riders-in-training. When all the eggs in a particular nest were chosen, a nest of the same species was moved from down in the nursery up to the hatchery, and the process started again. With the many recruits, it didn't take long, so the eggs never had long of a wait.

He walked towards the opposite side of the cavern, accidentally kicking something hard, and sending it sliding. He looked down, but couldn't see anything out of place. He quickly walked off, heading to tell the headmaster of the robbery. What was unknown to him was that the hard thing he had kicked was a dragon egg, dropped by the clumsy thief. His kick sent the egg rolling into a nearby nest, where the small, beautiful, leaf green egg came to rest in the middle of a clutch of pale blue, purple, and green eggs, all covered in spines.


	2. Chapter 1: Back to Berk

**Chapter 1: Back to Berk**

I charged down the path from the mountains, leaving my father and the cart far behind me around the bend. As I raced along, I felt the wind in my face, blowing my dark golden-brown bangs and braid into a mess. I laughed with joy at knowing I would be in the village soon. It had been six years. The last time I had been here, I had been 12! I wondered what the buildings would look like. They used to have to replace them weekly, it seemed. I had loved my life in the village. It had been hard, and full of dragons, but it was worth it. I had great friends, and was enjoying being part of the community, which was really more like extended family. Then my father decided that he wanted to try to utilize more of our village's unclaimed land. He talked to the chief, and Stoick granted us an enormous plot up in the north of the island. He agreed with my father that he could try to tame the wilderness up there, and start another farm. It was well needed, because all the dragon attacks were severely putting a dent in our current supply of food and resources. So, we packed up, my family of six, and travelled north.

It is very far outside of the village, past the other farms on the fringe of the village. It's a three hour cart ride- on a good day. With the only way past the mountains to the north side of the island being Eagle's Pass- a treacherous cleft between the two highest peaks on Berk- we didn't get a lot of visitors. Or make that any. It was saddening and lonely at first, but it was the kind of land you fell in love with. The first view from the top of that pass encompassed the entire valley- our valley. It was mostly forested, but various other features stuck out of the trees like flowers among grass. On either side of the pass, the mountains ran in large arcs, until they reached the end of the island, stopping on either side of the bottleneck end of a large bay. Ringing around the bay was a large, wide beach, which led to grass, then back into the trees. To the right of the mountains, a large waterfall ended in a large lake, which had a creek that emptied into the bay.

As the first cottages came into view, I stopped thinking of the reverse journey that took my family into the mountains. I stopped at the top of the hill, savoring the sight of the village in the midday light. Then I noticed something strange: various oddly shaped structures all around the village. Even stranger: there were dragons everywhere, and they weren't attacking anything! Well, what had happened here? I grinned to myself. _Well, it looks like they finally figured it out. I guess that it's safe then to bring my own dragon into the fray._

I pulled out a delicately carved whistle from the cord around my neck, and blew. No apparent sound came out, but I knew it worked, as a large dark shadow shot towards me. After a few seconds, I realized that it was coming from the wrong direction, and was accompanied by a frantic call of "Look out below! Get out of the way!" I braced for impact, and the large black dragon skidded to a short stop with his muzzle just an inch from me. He promptly came closer, starting to nuzzle his head against me, knocking me over in the process. "Toothless!" his rider scolded, "What's gotten into you? Get off her! This is very bad manners, especially for first impressions."

I stood up as he slid off his dragon's back. I looked into his face, and quickly recognized an old friend. "Or second impressions. Long time, no see, Hiccup." I grinned at his puzzled expression, and then, looking into my one-of-a-kind hazel-blue eyes, he realized my identity.

"Frostfire! I can't believe it's you! You have been gone for so long. A lot of the village thought your family died."

"Well, if we did, then I am apparently the last to find out." We both chuckled slightly, and then a shadow passed overhead. A second large, black dragon glided in to a gentle and graceful landing by my side. Hiccup's face was shocked, and Toothless had a strange look of surprise on his face.

All of a sudden, Hiccup started spluttering out, "Where! How!"

I held up my whistle. "It's my Night Fury call. Only they can hear it. I can call Glowworm over long distances with it." I started rubbing the back of my head in embarrassment. "It's also why Toothless came here and tried to knock me over. Dragons that aren't used to it, or are closer, have a stronger reaction." I climbed on her back. "If you'll excuse me a minute, I need to go let father know that he doesn't have to pull the cart the whole way to town." I took off, and then saw that Hiccup and Toothless quickly followed.

We flew up the mountain, and back around the bend in the path. I quickly spotted my father and the cart down below. I landed, and gave him the happy news. Hiccup landed just as I was finishing saying, "...So Storm Surge and Tempest can pull the cart into town. You won't have to unhitch them and pull it yourself." He was relieved, and I helped him double check the harnesses before leaving again with Hiccup in tow.

As we were taking the gentle glide back down the mountain, Hiccup looked over at me, still slightly puzzled, but more accepting of the facts. "So, do you have Nadders pull your cart all the time?"

I gave a small laugh. It seems that even living with dragons, they hadn't discovered everything! "Yes! Storm Surge and Tempest love to do it. It gives them a job to keep them busy. Plus, it's a challenge, so they stay interested." I thought about it a second. "Or, at least we try to keep Storm Surge interested..."

"Does she dislike it?" He furrowed his brow, questioning me.

"No, she likes it very much. It's just that she is extremely high energy. Nothing can keep her attention for too long." I gave a quick chuckle, then had Glowworm dive down to the street below, leveling out to speed between the buildings. I lifted back up, with Hiccup looking at me with one eyebrow cocked. "I'm sorry!" I shouted. "I just can't help being so excited to see everyone again!"

"I guess I can't blame you for it. It has been several years." He had a wide smile on his face. It seemed he was just as happy to see me after all these years as I was to see him. After flying a few more laps around the village, and playing a bit of sky tag, we were joined by several other riders. Many were younger riders that I didn't recognize, but there were several I did. Hiccup signaled to fly off towards the outskirts of the village, and we all followed. We landed outside the old dragon-killing training ring. Upon walking inside, I got reacquainted with my old friends.
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**Chapter 2: The First Rider?**

"Once we got there, we hardly left the farm. The first year-and-a-half was rough, cutting back timber, carving fields, and setting up our land. We grew what we could, just trying to keep getting more done. For the most part, we didn't see any dragons. It started to seem like this was a good idea. We planted our first crop at the end of our second year in the mountains. Just as we finished planting the fields, and the first animals had been born, trouble started.

"Dragons started arriving frequently, just like here in the village. We weren't sure what to do. We fought back, but we were grossly outnumbered. One night, my father was injured while single-handedly taking on three Gronckles at once. The dragons took much of our herds that night. Without my father to fight over the next week, I tried to figure out how to stop them. I'm not strong like he is, so, I decided to try a new tactic. Instead of fighting them, I simply left out a small scattering of food that was excess, and then stayed in the stables with the rest of the herds. Wonder of all wonders- it actually worked. They took the fish and meat, and then left without a second glance. I continued this practice for a week, with continued success. Eventually I just left the herds alone, and didn't need to worry. I even started waiting in the small pasture we left the food in."

"Why would you do that? You could have gotten carried off, or eaten!" Snotlout looked one part horrified and another part impressed. "You never wear a helmet, or shoulder pads, or bracers, or even longs sleeves!" He counted off my lack of safety gear. "They were vicious when they had to answer to the Red Death. That was such a stupid thing to do!"

"Speak for yourself, Snotlout. You've done so many stupid things it's surprising that you're not in Valhalla by now." Astrid said this comeback in a slightly exasperated tone, wondering how he could be such a hypocrite.

"It could be worse, she could go barefoot." Ruffnut chuckled at her joke. I looked down at my pretty brown boots so she couldn't see me rolling my eyes. I actually really like my boots!

"Come on, stop interrupting! Frostfire, what happened after you stayed out with the food for the dragons?" Fishlegs was eager. It was obvious he wanted to learn what I had learned about dragons.

I continued my story. "Well, I just sat next to a fencepost. Just quietly, not threatening them. They landed, and started gathering up the food. That's when I stood up."

"And got eaten!" Tuffnut shouted it at the top of his lungs, pumping both fists in the air. It seemed he hadn't changed much.

"Stop it, stupid!" Ruffnut cuffed him on the head. "If she got eaten, then how could she tell us her story?"

"Oh... Right..."

I ignored the interruption, and just went on as if nothing had happened. I admit, I had forgotten how scatterbrained and excitable some of my friends could be. "They startled. A few took off. Some others started getting defensive. I just stayed still, I didn't go anywhere, and I let them take the food. After they had all left, I went in. The next night, I put some of the food at my feet. I just stood there, waiting for them to come in to where they knew the food was. They were wary of coming close. Eventually, they ventured closer, and took the fish and livestock that was out. Then they left. I repeated this throughout the week, getting them more used to seafood or cuts of meat, as opposed to live animals. I started getting them closer and closer." My voice had gone quiet and soft, yet still filled the air like any good storyteller's voice. The vikings around me were leaning in closer, wanting to hear more.

"Why did you want to bring them closer to you?" Astrid asked quietly.

I answered equally quietly: "I wanted them to learn to trust us. If we are not threats, but friends, then we wouldn't have to be worried about attack. One night, I tried the next part of my plan. I stood out in the pasture, which the dragons were all used to by now. But, instead of leaving food just out and about, it was all in a barrel behind me. The dragons landed, and came over to me. Tonight was different, though. There was a new dragon in the pack. It wasn't a species I knew. It wasn't one of my Nadders or Gronckles, or one of the rarer Zipplebacks or Nightmares that sometimes came around."

"Who was it?" Hiccup asked, curious and intent on finding the answer.

"Her." I stroked Glowworm's silky black hide. "She had recently been captured by the Red Death's control, and so had joined my group of dragons. In the night, her beautiful lime green wings and fins glowed in the sparse lantern light." At my mention, she moved from lying down at my side to sitting up. She slowly and dramatically spread her wings, so that the others got a good look, including Toothless. Unlike Toothless' pure black body, Glowworm was only mostly black. In between the black fingers of her wings, a bright lime green diffused the skin. The same was true for her fins and the various spikes on her body. Everyone gasped in awe at the grace and presence of her. Toothless couldn't help sitting up straighter, trying to look impressive too. Everyone's eyes were slow to return to me as I continued the story.

"She wasn't used to me, but she wasn't afraid. She was confident, and in charge. She came right up to me. I was surprised, but I still wanted to follow through on my plan. So, I reached into the barrel, pulled out a haddock, and held it out to her. She seemed insulted at first, but hunger won out. She ate it, and quickly took more when I gave it to her. She then took off, and circled through the skies as I fed the others, who eagerly ate from my hands. I continued feeding them all by hand throughout the week. At the end of it, my chance finally came. Glowworm was always the first to eat. She never took extra back with her to the nest, but she always came first to eat. She had gotten used to me, and we had a trust between us. So, before I gave her a fish, I reached out my hand. I let it stay between us, palm up, unthreatening. She looked at it, looked at me, and then gently rested her chin on it, looking up at me. I reached out my other hand, and rested it on top of her head, gently feeling her smooth scales. She then pulled back and looked into my eyes. I could see it- the look in her eyes said it all. It said, 'I've played nice, now give me my fish!'" I did this last sentence in a deeper, growly toned voice. All the vikings around me started into deep laughs as Glowworm turned her back to us, seeming to say that we were all immature and not worth her time.

It was a good thing that we were all on the ground, and not in the air, or even on our dragons' backs. Several of them couldn't stand up from the force of laughing, or, in the case of Snotlout, ended up on the ground with his dragon on top of him. After we finished catching our breath, I finished my tale with a brief sentence of "Eventually, the dragons just stopped leaving, and they have lived with us ever since." I then relaxed against Glowworm's side, listening to their stories of what had happened since I had left. They eventually told me of their defeat of the alpha dragon, the Red Death, three years previous. At that point, I realized that that is when the other wild dragons started coming around. I guess that if she was dead, then there was no point to avoiding her territory. Also, they wouldn't be getting caught by her control. There were also dragons now free of alpha dragon influence, so they could do as they pleased. They also told me of how in the recent past, they had helped to turn an old caldera island into a school of dragon training- teaching how to train dragons, as well as doing actual training. After we finished talking, they decided to take me through the village, showing me all the changes since the last time I had been there.

As we walked up the main drag, we came to the new market. That is where I found my father selling the various types of produce piled in the back of the large cart. Tempest was snoozing calmly in the shade underneath, his deep gray and cerulean scales blending into the shadows. I looked around warily, trying to find his sister, and failing until she landed on top of me! Her pale gray and blue scales shone in the noon sun, and she laughed her dragon laugh as she rubbed her snout into my shoulder. "I'm happy to see you too, Storm Surge. Now PLEASE GET OFF!" I shoved her off with all my force, only to see her go romping off up a nearby alley, looking for more trouble. My friends all laughed, while Fishlegs and Astrid helped me to my feet.

Another boy called over from the front of a stall selling fresh fish. "Did you roll around in some dragon nip, or something?"

Hiccup called back with "No. If you listen to her stories, she is dragon nip!" There were more laughs all around, including a deep laugh from the boy as he came to join our group.

"Well, Miss Dragon Nip, if you ever need some assistance," he leaned in close to me, "especially Nadder related, feel free to call for Arlan Erlend." He knelt and kissed my hand, then, giving a small whistle and a bow, was snatched up into the claws of a brilliant scarlet and gold Nadder. As it flew off, it tossed him up, so that he landed in its saddle.

"Just who was that?" I was still rather stunned by this encounter. I think that my heart needed to be restarted.

"Arlan Erlend! Are you mad? He told you his name, and you ask who he is?" Ruffnut seemed to be in a rage over my lack of knowledge.

Snotlout butted into her, defensively saying, "Lay off, Ruffnut. She did only just get back to town. Besides, it isn't as if she knew him before. He's just some fancy-pants newcomer for the school. We were riding dragons long before he was." Snotlout seemed rather resentful of this dashing boy with an incredible sense of showmanship.

"Anyway, he is one of the earlier students of the school. His Nadder, Flare, and he do some incredible flying stunts. He helps out with running the school a lot." Fishlegs, ever helpful and full of information, was the first to actually answer my question.

Astrid leaned in. "Snotlout hates him because he feels that he is stealing all his chances for showing off. That, and the girls flock to him, but avoid Snotlout like a stinkdragon." We both chuckled.

Ruffnut leaned over so she could whisper in my ear, "He's also one of the hottest guys on Berk. I can't believe he kissed your hand!" She was practically salivating while looking at my hand. I cautiously put it behind my back.

My father then walked up, free of customers for a minute, giving me a rest from the others' scrutiny. "Hey, Dad! How's the market?"

"Good! Good! I'm getting half of the people coming to buy the delicious produce, and the other half exclaiming how happy they are to discover that I'm not dead!" He let out a deep, hearty laugh. "It seems you found your friends. A good group of young adults. Planning on showing them the sanctuary?" He gave a wink, then turned to a customer.

"Sanctuary? What is that guy saying?" Snotlout, being his normal obnoxious self, got right in my face.

"It's our secret." If he was going to be obnoxious, I was going to tease him. I just couldn't help it after how defensive he was over me in front of Arlan. I waggled my shoulders at him. "You could always come with me and see what it is..." I blinked under my lashes at him, while giving a mischievous grin.

"O- Okay..." His brain had obviously shorted out, not expecting to get such a response.

I looked over at the rest of the gang. "Okay guys, let's go. Maybe if we're lucky, lover boy here will faint and be unable to follow." We all took to the skies, with Snotlout recovering, and finally following a little way behind us.
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**Chapter 3: Sanctuary**

The trip was much quicker on dragon-back, lasting less than half an hour. As we came into sight of Eagle's Pass, they all let out various sounds of shock and awe. Laid out below us, the valley was alive with color: plants in bloom, bright flags, fresh painted doors and windows, the vibrant grass and sparkling water, and, most of all, the dragons! The valley was filled with dragons, all colors and shades, all species and classes. We all landed at the head of the pass, so as to have the full experience and tour. As we walked down into the valley, we started going past terraced fields filled with rich vegetables, aromatic herbs, and tall patches of dragon nip. When we reached the foothills, it turned into grass, with trees off to one side. On the other, more fields stretched down until they reached the banks of a waterfall-fed lake. We walked down the path, and it came to a circle, similar to a town center. In the middle of the circle was a well, and around the outside of the circle were hills, but not normal hills. They were carved out and hollow, with buildings inside! The center hill was the cottage, with a storage and animal shed behind it. Then there were four others- two to either side. To the left (the forested side) there was one for injured dragons, and one for riding dragons. To the right (on the field and lake side) there were the nursery and elderly/infirm stables.

I turned and faced the group, throwing my arms out for dramatic emphasis. "Welcome, to The Sanctuary!" It would have been incredibly cool... had it not been for the small pack of dragons that launched themselves onto my back, knocking me to the ground. "Alright! Alright! Stop it! That tickles!" I couldn't help laughing at the dragons' antics. As I sat up, they started to calm down, two sitting on the ground, one on my lap, and a forth on my shoulder. I looked up at everyone. "I think it would be best and easiest to continue the tour by introducing these residents. This..." I said, picking up the cobalt blue Terrible Terror on my lap, tickling him under his chin, "... is Tinscale." I sat him on the lip of the well behind me. I picked up the small beach-ball-esque dragon next to me as I stood up. "This is Munchball. You can see why she has her name." The small, round, blue, pink, and yellow dragon wiggled her four stumpy legs and tail, and fanned her tiny wings. She is probably the roundest dragon I have ever seen, hardly even having a muzzle, and being an almost perfect sphere.

Fishlegs pushed the twins aside to come up close to her. "What exactly is she? I don't recognize the species." She looked up at him, blinking her enormous eyes, and wiggling her small Gronckle-like ears. She just always seems to be bouncing or wiggling! I wonder if it has something to do with just being round?

"She's a Deceptibite, which is a member of the boulder class. They like to eat lead, which they melt into little balls in their stomach and then can then launch from their mouths instead of fire. They are always incredibly bright colors, even more so than other dragons. This is to warn off larger animals and dragons that they are poisonous, as any excess lead that they eat builds up in their scales. This makes them taste bad, and also would kill anything that ate them. As you can see, they are only about a foot-and-a-half in length, even when full grown, but their coloring obviously works, for they never get eaten or attacked."

"That's amazing!" Hiccup burst out, with several nodding heads following his movements. "Not only is this valley full of dragons, but even ones not yet recorded in the Book of Dragons!"

"Stick with me, and you'll see several more by the end of the day." I smiled, happy to be able to impress them like they had impressed me. "This big boy is Rumble." I rubbed the head of the gray Great-Dane-sized dragon next to me. They all recoiled in shock, and a little bit of horror.

"You have a Seadragonus Giganticus Maximus! How come I don't have one? I want one that I can use to step on Ruffnut!" Tuffnut turned to his twin, evil intentions written on his face.

"Not if I don't get one to step on you first!" Ruffnut and Tuffnut fell back, turning to wrestling to determine who gets to crush who.

"Where did you get one, and do you know what it is?" Hiccup approached carefully, obviously wary of the young dragon.

"He was rescued from abusive dragon poachers a few years back. I know that he is of an alpha dragon species, and so will grow up to have gargantuan size, and also to inherit the title of the sanctuary's alpha dragon. So, he will one day lead our dragon pack, and guard our sanctuary as his nest." They all looked thunderstruck. I couldn't tell if they thought that I was crazy to raise this dragon, knowing how big he would get, or if they thought I was crazier for saying this so calmly. To get through the awkward moment, I leaned over, and started petting his head, causing him to nuzzle up to me. "See, he's a good little dragon. I know about the Red Death now, thanks to you, but Rumble is nothing like his mother. He loves us, and he loves the dragons in the sanctuary. When he grows up, he will be a great protector." Slowly, the others came over, and Rumble loved the attention. He started acting like a puppy, nuzzling and cuddling. While rubbing his back, Hiccup looked at me seriously.

"Mother? So, this is the Red Death's hatchling."

"I believe so. There wasn't another Seadragon nest around for miles and miles. Besides, that would explain why the Red Death was being so tough in her control of the nest. She wouldn't be able to leave her eggs, and later, her hatchlings, which take years and years to grow up. Rumble here is about 20 years old, which would make him one of her youngest. It will be many years before he becomes full size."

"A lot more makes sense now, looking back. I'm sorry he lost his mother, but I'm glad he has this new life." Astrid tenderly hugged the dragon, who gave a low purr, starting to doze off. We quietly left him snoozing in the grass as we headed into the nursery carved into one of the eastern hills.

I opened the gate to the large, airy stable. "If you're lucky, Frostbite will let you come see her hatchlings. They are just a few weeks old." We walked towards the mother Polarserpent, whose long lean white body was curled around a half dozen young dragons. They all stayed sleeping, so we just looked at them, and at the beautiful spiraled horns on the end of their long muzzles. "She was injured by some other dragons along the outside edge of the mountains, at the farthest northern part of the island, where the snows are still intact. We brought her and her hatchlings here, so she is recovering."

"That's odd. Polarserpents are far north dragons, living out on the ice. They use their four long, lean legs to run and skate across the ice, following schools of fish. Then they use their horns to cut holes in the ice, and use their long necks to reach the fish. So, what would one be doing on Berk?" Fishlegs asked, turning to me.

"We don't know the exact reason, but we believe that in the winter, when the bay got so cold that it froze over, she skated down along the ice until she reached Berk, looking for somewhere safe to lay her eggs. When she reached the mountains, she intruded on some dragon's territory, and it attacked her and her eggs. Thanks to Glowworm, we rescued her and brought her here. She and her hatchlings will stay here until either they can fly away, or until winter, when they can cross the ice again." I looked at the graceful, swan-necked dragons, then back at my tour group. I silently gestured we should leave so as not to disturb them. As we came outside, and I closed the gate, I heard a voice behind me.

"By the way, who is the beautiful yellow dragon on your shoulder?" Fishlegs, ever curious about new dragons, finally had this one in his sights.

"This is Snuffle Snort. I found her egg alone, up in the mountains. I hatched her, and am raising her myself, though she is far from fully grown." I gently picked her up off my shoulder, so that the others could see her smooth, flat body. Overall, she looked similar to an eagle ray, with larger wings, three claws on her wings, and legs like a Monstrous Nightmare. Her tail was different from most dragons', as it was short and stubby, similar to a duck's. She quickly leaped back onto my shoulder. "Snuffle Snort is a Raptortongue, which is of that new tracker class. Thus, her name. Plus, she makes the most adorable snuffling noises!" To prove my point, she made just such a noise while smelling Hiccup's outstretched hand.

"She seems pretty attached." Hiccup commented, as the smooth, flat, golden dragon continued to cling to my shoulder.

"She almost never leaves me alone. Whenever we are in the sanctuary, she is my little shadow. Because I was the first thing that she saw when she hatched, she imprinted on me." I turned to face them again, looking away from my little dragon. "Ready to see some more dragons?"

Throughout the next few hours, I introduced more of the family. Many dragons call the sanctuary their home, but few are actually tamed. There were some dragons who are tame permanent residents, like Bullheart, the three-legged Gronckle, who lives in the elderly and infirm stable. Down at the waterfall, we met Wellspring, the tame Scauldron, who never leaves due to his terrible sense of direction. We met Phantom, his wild Flightmare rival who eats glow algae from the lake at the bottom of the falls.

After introducing all the named dragons who lived in the farmed area on the East side of the valley, we took a break for lunch. I led them into my "underground" cottage, which was surprisingly clean and bright, despite that it was technically under a hill. My mother and three younger brothers were eating lunch, so we joined them at the scrubbed table.
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**Chapter 4: Deeper In**

"Ah, Hiccup! Astrid! Ruff! Tuff! Snotlout! So good to see you all. We were wondering if we would see you sometime soon." My mother greeted all of my old friends, handing out dishes of fish and vegetables. My brothers all jumped up, delighted to have visitors for the first time since moving.

"Snotlout! Still got all your old moves? I still have my sparring blade, if you're up to it." The eldest of my younger brothers was happy to be able to compete with his favorite rival again, especially since they were so close in personality to each other.

"You know it, Braggart! I'll take you right here, right now."

Braggart grinned a challenge. "Fists or steel?"

"Fists."

"You're on." And they both raced out the door to the flat pasture behind the house.

"Well, that handles all of the adrenaline in the room. Hopefully things should be more peaceful now." My mother chuckled. "It will be good for that boy to have a loss." She turned to my friends. "What are the chances of him receiving one?"

Everyone traded glances. "Ummm... Snotlout is extremely boastful, but he has skill when needed. So, I'm going with him beating Braggart." Hiccup graciously gave this description of his cousin.

Astrid snorted. "He could use a beating. I'm hoping Braggart's height gives him the ability to give Snotlout what's coming to him."

"I just want to see a fight!" This from Ruffnut.

"Me too! Let's go!" Tuffnut went to follow the other boys out the door, but was grabbed from behind by my second youngest brother.

"Tuffen!" he yelled enthusiastically, hugging Tuffnut around his waist. "I wanna come!"

We snickered at his trapped expression. Eventually, sighing, Tuffnut gave in, rubbing his bouncy curls, and telling him gently, "I've missed you too, Bjorn. I know your name means bear, but can you please stop the bear hugs? If you do, you can come with."

"Yes!" Bjorn stopped hugging Tuffnut, and followed him out the door.

"You know, I wonder how old he is. Even though it has been six years, Bjorn still follows Tuffnut around in the same way." Fishlegs commented on the one aspect of Tuffnut that is unexpected: his gentleness towards my younger brother. Somehow, he can seem more normal when he's around Bjorn.

"He's almost eight. He still remembers his 'big brother Tuffen', though. He really missed being around all you big, strong vikings." My mother gave a small laugh. At that point it was just Fishlegs, Astrid, Hiccup, my mother, and me.

"Hey, who's tickling me?" Astrid started breaking into suppressed giggles. Hiccup quickly ducked under the table, causing his leg to make a metallic 'clang' against the table. As he pulled out the overlooked sixth occupant of the kitchen, my mother tutted over how he had lost a limb. I had just kind of took it in stride. That kind of stuff had happened all the time when we were fighting the dragons; I really wasn't surprised. He had always been accident prone as well, so that made it even more unsurprising.

I turned to scold my youngest brother, but he just gave one of his sweet, mischievous grins. "Loki! How many times do I need to say not to tickle people under the table?"

"I don' know." He spoke in a cute, slightly babyish voice, the one that he knew would win anyone unaware of his true nature to his side.

"I don't remember this little brother from before your move. How old is he?" Fishlegs asked this as Loki leaped from Hiccup's arms into Fishlegs' lap, then cuddled into his furry vest.

"He's six. He was born a few months after we moved. Luckily, we had just finished the house."

"Well, he's adorable, and I am glad we finally got to meet this little blond cutie." Astrid said this as she tickled his tummy, showing a surprising softer side.

"Don't worry. He overdoes it a lot. He tries to maximize his cuteness, because he knows that he can win your heart, or get anything he wants. Don't give him any sweets. He'll con each of you separately, to maximize the sugar." I quickly warned them of my brother's deceptive appearance. After that, talk faded as we dug into the food. It was warm and delicious, and soon nonexistent. At that point, we were rejoined by the rest of the vikings.

"I can't believe it! I lost to someone two years younger!" Snotlout stormed in.

"Yes!" Astrid said happily under her breath.

"Yeah, well this sixteen year old has been doing almost nothing but preparing for when we would get to spar again. It's no wonder I beat you!" My brother was obviously in high spirits.

"Ready to go see some more of the sanctuary?" I was wondering if all would continue on the tour.

"Yeah, babe. I let him win, and so I'm ready to move on to something else." Snotlout quickly tried to regain face and status in front of me.

So, we went into the more forested Western side of the valley, where we met some of the wild residents of the valley, like Breezewing the Changewing, High Glider the Timberjack, and Sand Surfer the Whispering Death, who lives in the beach by the bay. They don't have riders, nor do they have anything wrong with them. They just live in the valley because of choice, but neither do they normally interact with us. We refer to them as friendly wilds, because they will interact with us sometimes, as opposed to the ones who completely ignore us all the time, which are simply wild dragons. Most of the dragons in the sanctuary are wild dragons. Compared to the number that live in the valley full time, the tame dragons and friendly wilds are vastly outnumbered.

We went to the stable for injured dragons next, where we met Thundershock the Skrill (from a safe distance), and Sweetsword the Smothering Smokebreath. Though we call it a stable, it is really more of an area. While healing, they stay in special fenced-in areas with small shelters in the forest. Usually the recovering dragons are wild dragons, so this makes them more comfortable, as well as safer. The dragons we help have various illnesses or injuries, and when they are well again, they can leave, or they can choose to stay.

After that, we went to the riding dragon stable. It was a large, open building, with many empty stalls. "Do you really have this many riding dragons, Frostfire?" Fishlegs looked stunned by the number of stalls going off of the main throughway.

"No. Most are empty. Really, we only have three riding dragons. There's Glowworm." I brought my voice down a little, "Though we don't always count her. She often goes off without me. We are good friends, but she still has a big job to do, running rescues and leading the pack." I pointed to a stall with a plaque on the door. It read "Beast", and under that, "Njord Markson". "That's my father's Skrill..." I was about to say more, but I stopped at the looks on their faces.

"You are completely full of surprises. New dragons, rare dragons... and untrainable dragons being ridden." Hiccup shook his head while looking down at his shoes... um, shoe. His slight smile was still visible as he took in all of the new perspectives I was bringing. "Proceed. I want to hear where you found one of the rarest dragons known to vikings."

"Well, he sort of found us. It was after the rest of the dragons had started living here in peace. He was injured very badly, with a spear sticking through the side of his chest. He crashed into the hills there." I pointed out the open loft doors towards the foothills we had crossed earlier. "He was knocked unconscious by the fall, which was pretty much the only way we could have approached him. We moved him into the patients' stable, and removed the weapon. At this point, he started to wake up. Dad quickly took a long cloth bandage, and wrapped it tightly around his chest. He ordered the rest of us to leave. We were so worried about him. Even though we knew that dragons were peaceful- for the most part- there were still dragons who would attack when injured, or defending themselves or their territory. We knew Skrills were already territorial and solitary to begin with."

"Dangerous, who cares? Hookfang is one of the most dangerous dragons around. I'd treat a thousand Skrills for you, no problem Babe!" Obviously, this was Snotlout. Again. He was so annoying! Maybe I had given him the wrong idea with my invitation in the market, earlier...

"So, then what did your father do? How is that black and white 'Beast' sitting calmly watching us, surrounded by dragons?" Astrid gave Snotlout a punch in the arm, then gestured at the dragon in the stall.

"My father took the herbs my mother had prepared earlier, and started pressing them onto his wound. That's when the screeching started. We thought that Dad was going to be travelling to Valhalla. But, once the initial pain wore off, so did the rest of the pain. Beast quickly drifted into sleep. Dad left some fish in the stall, along with some other herbs he could eat to ease the pain. Over the month, it slowly healed. Dad was still careful not to let anyone else near him. After weeks of providing comfort and food, it trusted him. He never showed fear, so it respected him. Once he was fully healed, Dad brought him outside, to let him leave. Instead, he stood next to Dad, refusing to move. He didn't want to go! Eventually, Dad started getting him used to us, and life around the sanctuary. He's been with Dad ever since."

"The world's only tame Skrill..." Fishlegs slowly said this, walking over to Beast's stall. Beast brought his head over the edge of the door, calmly meeting Fishlegs' gaze.

After that, they met my mother's Snaptrapper, Flora. "Though technically, they are Fern, Moss, Snowdrop, and Cocoa." We gave a small laugh.

After a short while longer in the stables, we finished up by going down to the bay. There, they met another new species. This was Jetstream, who was a Shark-Winged Fangtail. This tidal class dragon is a deep blue-black, with white stripes on the edges of their fins and wings. They have a triple set of large, wing-like fins going down their backs, which they often leave up while swimming, similar to a shark's dorsal fin. Many a viking ship in the north had been spooked by seeing these curved, smooth fins chasing down some nearby fish, thinking that it was a group of sharks. Sometimes they would bring back stories of this rare dragon, saying it had scuttled their ships! They could use either the large, thick horns on either side of base of their jaw to punch holes, or their trademark fangs on the end of their tailfins to make long cuts right through the soft wood of ships. Jetstream leads the pod of wild Fangtails that live in the bay. Our dragons joined us on the beach, and Toothless seemed surprised that the similarly-shaped dragon was twice his size!

At the end of the day, we flew back to town, passing my father on the way back. We waved, and then headed towards the glowing lights of the village. "You know, it would be great if you came to the school. As people learned of our knowledge of dragons, we started accepting students of all ages from all over the archipelago and beyond to the school. You already know a lot about dragons, but I think it would be a great experience. You wouldn't have to raise a new one, you could bring Glowworm. It's great, because you learn a lot about training and working together." Hiccup proposed this to me. It was tempting, but, I knew that I couldn't take Glowworm, no matter how much I wanted to. Hiccup watched me intently for my answer, and was obviously puzzled by my thoughtful silence.

Eventually, I put together my answer. "I can't take Glowworm. The pack needs her. Rumble may be an alpha dragon, but he's still young, practically a hatchling. For now, Glowworm leads the rescues, and is head of the pack. I can't take any other dragons either. Many are wild, and thus should be left alone. Most of the tame dragons are either injured patients, or working dragons, or hatchlings. I would never force any to leave the sanctuary."

"Well, you could always just raise a hatchling from the school. Besides, then you would have a dragon that can go anywhere, and do anything; your own personal riding dragon partner. Most trainers get one when they come anyway, as not many other islands have tame dragons, or the knowledge to be able to train their own. It wouldn't be strange for you to get a hatchling."

"Alright. I'll go to your school of dragons. It could be a good way to get back in touch with people again. I'll see you tomorrow to go there?" I wondered if I would have to wait to work with the new dragons, or if I would have to stay in the sanctuary for a few months.

"The new semester starts in three days, so we'll be getting a new class. I'll see you then, if it sounds good to you. Just don't be late getting to town. We leave on the boat at 9 with the tide."

I smiled at my old friends, looking at all of them before flipping over to go back home. "I'll see you there!" I waved at them over my shoulder, while Glowworm carried me back to the valley in the north.
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**Chapter 5: Journey to the School of Dragons**

"But it's not fair! I'm only 2 years younger! Why can't I go to the school? I want a dragon!" The sound of Braggart whining to my mom woke me a morning three days after parting from Hiccup and the gang.

"We're going to see how it goes. If it goes well, then we'll see about you going next year. For now, we need you to help with the crops." My mother quickly shooed him out the door, and into the fields, with Braggart grumbling the whole way. As I rolled over onto my back, I heard a small creaking noise followed by a heavy weight landing on my chest!

"Loki! Why do you do this to me!?"

"You need ta' be awake." He gave one of his adorable cheshire grins, hopping off and running out, hoping to entice a game of chase. I ignored his antics, and got ready, double checking my small saddle bags. Inside were a few changes of clothes, some snacks, and a various few of my possessions. My mom had insisted that I pack her book on herbs, which I knew was one of her most cherished treasures. We would have been lost without it many a time when we were treating an injured dragon. Beside it rested an important book of my own: my special copy of the dragon manual. It had all of the information of the one kept in the great hall in the village, but my copy had more. It had all the added information about the species already known, like Polarserpents, and new pages about species I had discovered, like the Deceptibite and Raptortongue. I figured it had to be the most complete book of dragons in the entire archipelago. Seeing everything was securely packed, I headed out into the main room of our house.

"Morning, Cookie! Excited to get a dragon?" My dad affectionately came over and ruffled my hair with his enormous hands, causing all the long strands to come out of my braid and get hopelessly tangled. I ducked from under his arm, but then circled back for a hug, knowing that I didn't want to leave on bad terms or hurt feelings. I looked up at my tall, broad-shouldered father, knowing I would miss having him around to protect me.

"Yeah. Are you sure that you'll be okay here without me?" I said, tweaking one of the braids in his dark brown beard. His eyes sparkled with humor beneath his short hair and large helmet.

"Of course. Your mother and brothers will handle the fields, and they'll get plenty of help from the dragons. I'll be fine handling the various tame residents and patients. Glowworm will keep going on rescues. Since the planting is just about finished, we don't have so much work to do right now. Go enjoy yourself! Just be sure to visit, and to write." I hugged him again, then walked over to my mother.

She wrapped me in a long embrace, and I nestled into her. "I'm going to miss your hugs." She chuckled. "... And your support." She leaned back so that she could look at me.

"You'll always have my support, no matter how far away you are. You just won't have my hugs."

"That makes me sad, because you have the best hugs." I pulled closer again so that I could lean my head down on her shoulder. Mother's hugs always just feel safe and comforting, even for an 18 year old viking, who's taller than her own mother! While we heard my father saying "Hey!" in the background, I felt a quick whip of hair to my face. Opening my eyes and stepping back, I see Loki holding my mother's incredibly long braid.

"Alright, come here you little blond terror!" I scooped the thin, monkey-like boy up, pulling him in for a hug. "Who's my buddy?"

He gave a true smile, showing his dimples. "I'm your buddy!"

"That's right." I gave him a quick kiss on the top of his short hair, then set him down.

I looked over at Bjorn, looking ready to cry. I kneeled down. "Don't worry my tough little viking, I'm not leaving forever. I'll be back soon." I gave him a hug, and rubbed his brown curls. His thick, strong arms came around my neck, and he buried his head in my shirt. I just stayed rubbing his back. "It's okay. I love you, and I'll bring you back something fun from school."

He snuffled, then looked up. "Okay."

Standing up again, I lay eyes on the last member of my family, who just came back inside. I open my arms. "Come on Braggart, I'm going to leave for a long while. Please just give me a hug." He reluctantly comes up and gives me one, after punching my arm. I look up at my taller younger brother. "Don't forget to use this" I knock on his helmet, "more than your brawns, okay?" He gives a grin.

"Eh. It's me. I do stupid stuff as a requirement. So, we'll see." I laugh as I ruffle his long brown hair, or at least the hair sticking out from under his helmet. So, with the human family goodbyes handled, I walked out to go say goodbye to my dragon family. I knew it would be difficult for them. Many of the residents were normally my responsibility, and now they wouldn't see me for long stretches. I looked around me at the land of our valley- our sanctuary. The gentle breeze made the flags flap cheerfully, and the water sparkled in the cascades from the mountain falls. You could hear the various dragons going about their lives in the woods, water, and caves all around. I sighed. How would I be able to leave for so long at a time? While contemplating that thought, I shouldered the saddlebags, and went off to look for Glowworm.

Over an hour later, I still hadn't found her. I had long since abandoned my saddlebags at the top of the pass, where I had first gone to see if she was waiting to go flying. I checked the fields, where I said a second round of goodbyes to my siblings and mother. I looked at the lake, where I blew Wellspring a kiss before moving on. I looked through the woods, and at the bay, not finding her anywhere. Eventually, I looped back to the house, dreading the worst. I found my father in the riding dragon stable. "Have you seen Glowworm, Dad? I can't find her anywhere!"

He looked at me, a note of apology in his hazel eyes. "I did. She left with Storm Surge, Tempest, Flora, and Beast about an hour ago, just before you woke up. She obviously had a very big and important rescue to go on to take so many dragons with her. I didn't tell you at first, because I was hoping that she would be back by now."

I collapsed inwardly. No dragons? All the riding dragons, as well as the working dragons, had left to go on a rescue. I had been looking forward to spending a last, wonderful flight with Glowworm before leaving to go to the school. Not only that, it would be a very long walk down to the village, and I had been expecting to need less than an hour to get there on dragon-back! How would I get there now? It was a 3-hour cart ride! But Tempest and Storm Surge weren't here to pull it. If they were here, I would have just ridden Tempest there anyway. Walking was going to take even longer, especially with my saddlebags to carry.

I mentally went through the remaining options. Tame a wild dragon from the valley? No, to achieve a safe flight of that distance, it would take longer to train the dragon than I had available. What about the tame residents? Well, Wellspring was certainly willing to fly with me, but his terrible sense of direction meant that I couldn't just take him. When I left him to get on the boat, he wouldn't be able to find his way back here! Tinscale, Munchball, Snuffle Snort, and Rumble are all far too small to be ridden. None of the patients should even be considered. The wild but friendly dragons are still too skittish to be safe to ride. I groaned. How am I going to make it to the village on time!?

I sunk to a sitting position by our central well, feeling defeated. It looked like I was going to have to walk. I felt a gentle nudge on my shoulder. I slowly looked up, facing into the warm golden eyes of dear old Bullheart. He's one of the oldest dragons in the sanctuary, and regarded as a survivor because of his greatest battle-wound: his missing left front leg. He lost it back in the old Viking-Dragon Wars years ago, but he never let it slow him down; well, that is, slow him down more than the average Gronckle!

He laid down next to me, and I rubbed him under his chin. He started humming, and I just let his sense of peace calm me. Once I was feeling better, a new thought came to me. I looked him in the eyes, and I could tell he understood. "Bullheart, will you please fly just one more time, for me?" The great black-brown Gronckle rose to his feet, and I put my bags on his back. I climbed on, and he started to flap his wings. At first, they were feeble, but they started gaining speed and strength. I started to worry some. He hadn't flown for years, not since shortly after coming into the sanctuary. Could he even still do it? We slowly lifted into the air, and moved towards the mountain pass. As we came over the fields, my family gasped below at the sight of Bullheart flying, and me riding him.

I waved and shouted farewell as we flew on, hearing the dim "Safe flight!", "Write soon!", and "Bring me a dragon!" that they shouted up at me. Though he hadn't flown in years, Bullheart clearly hadn't forgotten anything. He flew with very few pauses, and only a slight amount of jerking. Though not nearly as fast as Glowworm, I was incredibly happy to not have to walk the whole way to the village. I leaned over and patted his cheek. "Thanks Bullheart. This means the world to me." He gave out a happy growl as a reply, and we continued on in silence. We took a leisurely pace, mostly because that was all the old Gronckle could handle. I didn't want to push; I was just happy for a ride. All in all, it was about 2 hours, so it was a little less than a cart ride, and far shorter than walking. We landed at the platform at the top of the steps to the pier. Hiccup and Toothless were waiting for us. I looked around for other students, the gang, or at least the boat. To my great dismay, it was a far speck on the sea; we had missed it.

"I was hoping you were still coming. I was waiting here for you, and told the others to go on ahead and make use of the outgoing tide and strong wind. Who's this?" I looked at Hiccup, relieved to see he wasn't the smallest bit angry or upset.

"This is Bullheart. He's a big sweetheart, so he is giving me a ride."

"He looks pretty tired. Is he okay?"

"He's one of the oldest dragons in the sanctuary, and do you maybe have somewhere he could rest before flying back home?" Hiccup helped me tuck him into a cozy little stable near the harbor. Then he offered to take me to the island. On the way, we spoke more about what had happened to cause this. I told him of Glowworm's disappearance, and of Bullheart taking flight to help me. Then he told me of what had happened here.

"We all met early, the new students, Gobber, the gang, Toothless, and I. We were going to all just ride the boat, but with the tide going out, we decided to leave a little early. When you still hadn't arrived after another 15 minutes, we knew they would have to leave, or else the tide would start to turn. The foreign students from farther islands were here about a day ago, and the last two from a closer island landed this morning. As you were the only one unaccounted for, I stayed so that you would be able to get to school." He told me all of this over the sound of Toothless' strong flaps and the wind rushing by. "Then you showed up, an hour later, not on your sleek, fast Night Fury, but on an ancient old Gronckle who hasn't flown for 4 years." He said this last sentence with the sound of a laugh, not being upset, but seeing the humor behind it all. I was just glad to be going at all, after all the trouble I went through. We finished up our conversation just as the enormous island that housed the school came into view. I gasped at the sight. "Pretty impressive, huh? It's strong and protected, and it is great for keeping new riders out of trouble." I just nodded as I looked over the enormous ring of mountains. We flew through a cave, and out into an open caldera, in which were various sea stacks, beaches, and islands. I saw waterfalls, hills, and of course, many enormous buildings! Even more impressive were the many dragons and riders. The colors and species were as varied as the dialects and languages spoken by the vikings. We passed over the first building, and I saw Gobber and the gang leading what looked like the rest of my class into a large cave, flanked by waterfalls. "That's the hatchery. You'll get your dragon in there. It's the first thing you do when you get to school. Now you better hold on!" Hiccup had to shout a little over all the sounds of dragons and vikings. He then tucked Toothless into a dive, and we zoomed in through the entrance, catching up to the rest of the group.


	7. Chapter 6: Pick Your Partner Carefully

**Chapter 6: "Pick Your Partner Carefully..."**

We landed beside Hookfang and Snotlout, who greeted me with, "Babe! You made it! I knew you couldn't resist seeing me again." Astrid slapped her forehead, and Gobber roller his eyes. I decidedly ignored him, and joined the rest of my class. Looking around me I saw a pretty motley group ranging in age from 15 to 20. I saw local kids and foreigners, boys and girls. It was pretty evenly distributed, overall. Though, since there are usually two from every island, as Hiccup had explained back at the training arena a few days ago, I had assumed it would be pretty even. We all turned to Gobber, who started addressing our group.

"Alright, youngsters. Today is the first day of your life of dragon training. For the next several years, you'll live mainly here at the school. You will have adventures, fun, work, lessons, and many more experiences. You will make friends, and join a clan, though those are not requirements. There are not many rules, though we do expect a certain level of maturity from the trainees. Any break in behavior, or disregard for the leaders will be disciplined, with possible expulsion, with your dragon being kept in possession of the school." I saw several other students looking around nervously, straightening up, and paying better attention. A few rolled their eyes and muttered to their neighbors. Gobber's stern glare quickly reverted to his usual gruff cheerfulness. "But we shan't have to worry about that with you, now will we?"

At this point, Hiccup and the gang took over. "Through this gate is the path to the Hatchery. Inside are nests of various dragon species. You will each get to pick one of the eggs, and from this egg will hatch your new partner. Each dragon is different in appearance and personality, as well as size and shape, so before we open the gates, we are going to tell you a bit about the various species inside." At this point, Gobber stepped back around a corner, disappearing from sight. As Hiccup said each of the species names, the rider with that particular dragon stepped forward, so that the students could get a good look at their dragon. "There is the Hideous Zippleback..." Ruff, Tuff, Barf, and Belch stepped forward, which ended with the twins fighting in a pile on the ground, while their dragons laughed before picking each up by the head. "The Gronckle..." Fishlegs stepped up, and Meatlug came up and nuzzled him, then sat down panting. "The Monstrous Nightmare..."

Snotlout leaped to the front, and yelled out, "No one can take this beast but the most extremely talented and strong vikings, like me! He's a vicious beast!"

"But Snotlout... Hookfang is a female dragon..." I'm not quite sure who shouted it out, but this caused several laughs.

"He is not! He's a strong _GUY_ dragon!" Seeming displeased with this sentence, Hookfang spat a little liquid fire onto Snotlout's helmet, and knocked him over with her tail. He quickly jumped back up, his horns smoking, and said, "See, he's proving what a powerful guy he is!" At this Hookfang grabbed him in her jaws, and carried Snotlout back behind the rest of the gang. She then dropped him to the floor, and pinned him there with her wings. Hookfang then looked over at Hiccup, as if to say, "Proceed."

"Alright then, moving on. Next is the Deadly Nadder." Astrid walked up with Stormfly, then did a stylish flip onto her back. They then proceeded to "juggle" her around, with her ending on top of Stormfly's head. At this point, Gobber came back around the corner, leading two dragons with him. Hiccup drew our attention over to them. "We also have two new groups here with us. Recently, some Thunderdrums and Whispering Deaths, usually wild dragons, decided to also have a nest down in the Nursery. So, we also are offering them as partners. Be warned though, they are still very hard to work with, and we only have a few, as not that many have left their eggs here yet. So, if you want one, you better get to their nests quickly." In response, the Whispering Death whipped its tail around, doing a few twists, and the Thunderdrum let out an earsplitting roar, causing many to cover their ears.

"Before we open the gates, we're going to let you have some time to think, and talk to various trainers about their dragons. Ask as many questions as you want. Go explore the school a little. In around an hour, you'll hopefully have made your decision on what species you would like, and then we will meet back here." Gobber tapped his hand on the lever to the hatchery gate. "At that point, we'll let you in and you can choose your egg. Just remember to pick your partner carefully; you're stuck together for life. Alright now, go off, make your decision."

We all walked out to the main plaza just outside the Hatchery. The air was filled with excited chatter as vikings tried to decide which dragon they thought was coolest, the best fit, or would impress their friends the most. Since we had walked inside, several of the students who were already trainers at the school had landed around the hatchery entrance. The new students gazed in awe, and several let out impressed whistles. Every color of the rainbow in all the species Hiccup had just told us about stood before us. We slowly started walking up and asking questions about temperament, speed, abilities, and other similar traits. While most stayed in the plaza to ask questions, I disappeared around a corner, wanting some quiet time to think. I would be back in an hour.

I quickly found a set of switchbacks up the mountain. I followed them to the top, and sat looking down over the school from the top of a waterfall. I watched all the movement, which was both synchronized and dizzying at the same time. I started thinking to myself: who would be my partner?

_It's not like I haven't worked my way around most of these species of dragons before. _I thought. _This shouldn't be so hard. I know most of the answers to the questions the others are asking. So, which will it be? ... _As my thoughts swam in circles, I didn't notice a rider landing behind me on the cliff top, then make his way over.

"Shouldn't you be down there, oohing and aahing over the dragons?" I startled as I heard this voice, and started to fall over, towards the edge. I probably would have fallen off, except for the quick actions of my intruder. As my body leaned towards the edge, his arm gently started pulling me back. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to scare you. I just thought that you should be enjoying this more, and down there with the rest of the students."

"Didn't you hear Gobber? Making friends is optional. Though I guess running into you again is mandatory." I finally turned to face him: Arlan Erlend. "So, why aren't you down there answering questions?"

He looked slightly guilty for a second, but this quickly disappeared to be replaced by confidence and a false look of hardship. Holding his hand to his forehead, he said, "There are far too many girls in this group!"

"Oh, yes. To be plagued wherever you go. It must be terrible." I dryly ignored his winsome smile. He may have startled me the first and second times, but I would not let him get the best of me again!

His face started pouting as he sat down beside me. "Yes, it really is trying. So, have you decided on your partner on this journey of self-discovery to the top of the school?" His pointed question threw me for a loop. Would his actions ever stop doing that? He could tell by my silence that the answer was a resounding 'no'. "I may suggest a Nadder, and I'm not just saying that because of Flare here, though she is the best girl in the whole world." At this compliment, his dragon curled up around his side, lying down on the cliff top. "You seemed to have a special bond with that gray and blue one in the market. I was rather surprised not to see you bring her."

I sighed. "No, I could never bring Storm Surge. She is one of our dirt dragons, and so my family needs her to help out in the fields. Besides, between the pair, I would rather bring her brother Tempest. He is much calmer and easier to work with."

"Tempest? I don't remember him."

"That's because instead of jumping on top of me, he was sleeping under our cart. You probably didn't notice him." I was starting to feel a little calmer and relaxed. He was right. I knew Nadders the best out of the dragons. I did like the happy and loving personality of Gronckles, and Zipplebacks are quite easy to train. I had known wild Thunderdrums, and of course Sand Surfer the Whispering Death, so I knew both of those species. I didn't know much about Nightmares, but that was the least of my worries. So, leave the rare dragons to be fought over by others. I would take a Nadder. Arlan was quietly watching me think, which was a welcome relief from his dramatics. "You're right. I know Nadders, and so I will train one."

We stood up simultaneously, causing him to grin, and me to just roll my eyes at his expression. "Could you use a ride to the bottom? Your hour is up." Looking down, I saw everyone regrouping, so I knew he was correct.

"Alright. Just don't do any sort of fancy flying like the other day."

He gave a small bow, not unlike the one from the market. "Wouldn't dream of it, Miss Dragon Nip." He cradled his hands, and helped me up onto Flare. He then hopped up behind me, and we gently glided down to the Hatchery. As I slipped off to follow my class, he called out a gentle, "Good luck. See you soon, Dragon Nip." I didn't even turn. I just walked stiff-backed into the Hatchery, followed by the sound of his laugh.
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**Chapter 7: Egg Snatching**

We all stood where we had recently stood, waiting patiently, or in some cases, impatiently, for Gobber to pull the lever and open the gates. I looked around. It seemed most students were tensing up, probably getting ready to go storming off after one of the Thunderdrum or Whispering Death eggs, or to at least be the first at a nest and get the optimal choice. I didn't care to follow their lead. I knew that since Nadders are one of the most common that there would be plenty of eggs. Besides, they wouldn't leave a viking without a dragon, right? That was the whole point of this school...

"Oh, and one last thing. To keep the school mixed, and make sure that all dragon eggs are hatched within a proper timeframe, we only put out one nest of each species to choose from. So, better have a backup choice!" Gobber chuckled darkly, then pulled the lever.

I stood there, taking a second to realize what Gobber's statement meant, what it implied, and then dashed after the backs of my fellow classmates. I knew that if I didn't get a Nadder egg, I would be stuck scrambling for whatever other egg I could find. I probably wouldn't get much of a choice in what dragon I would get to train. Because of my pause, I was now at the back of the pack. As we crossed the threshold into the actual tunnel, it started to quickly get hotter. A red glow started creeping up the tunnel walls. As we finally reached the end of it and emerged into another cavern, we saw the source: a large pool of lava. While several people stopped, shocked either by the intense heat, or the sight of actual lava, I kept moving, starting to work my way to the back of the cave. There I saw signs above various nests, and I knew that was were I wanted to be. It didn't take long until the others snapped out of their daze, and started working their way to the back as well.

I quickly passed by the Thunderdrum and Whispering Death nests, were several people quickly dived in, or stood with a mad or puzzled expression. The few eggs were quickly in the hands of some of the first vikings, though others like me were passing by without a glance. I flew past the other nests, seeing only a mash of vikings either running, leaping, or tackling their fellows to get out of the crush and to their desired nest. I finally saw the last nest in front of me: the Nadders. I also saw a large group gathered around, looking for their desired egg. I saw several walking away, looking confused. I gave them a quick glance, not sure what would make them be confused. I could understand angry that they couldn't get in to grab an egg, or worse, that they were too late. I could even understand being anxious or worried about choosing the right dragon.

I tried to get through the large crush of vikings, but was quickly pushed back by flailing bodies. I quickly tried another dive into the fray, to only receive a kick to the gut. _Alright, I guess I better wait a second, and then give it another go when someone works their way out. Then I'll have a hole in the crowd to go through. _After having this thought, I looked over at the vikings around me that weren't throwing punches or looking like they were in a rugby game. I saw a tall guy, probably about two years younger than me, with flaming red hair, watching with a calm expression. I nodded at him, then jerked my thumb at the nest. "How can you watch so calmly? Aren't you afraid of not getting an egg?"

He looked a little surprised. "No. My egg is in there. I'll get it. No one will take it." I gave him a questioning look, one that said 'Are you sure you should be here? You sound like you belong tied to a mast.'

Then another thought came to me, one that would mean that he might not be crazy. "Did you... pay for an egg? Is that how you know that you'll get the one you want?"

He looked even more confused, and slightly distressed. "No, no. I only just found out about the school right before I got chosen to come and represent my island. But... My egg is in there. Can't you feel it?"

All of a sudden, several people got tossed out of the rugby scrum, and then went scurrying off to other nests. I grabbed the shirt of a passing girl. "Are there eggs left!?" I was probably rougher than I needed to be, but I was hot, and frustrated at the red-head's confusing answer, and my people skills weren't the best after isolation in the mountains for six years.

She flinched back from my unexpected ferocity, but answered all the same. "Yes, there's still some eggs. But, _my_ egg isn't there. I got there, and it felt wrong. My egg is over there somewhere." She gestured back towards the other nests. I let her go, and she quickly walked off, obviously looking for wherever 'her' egg was. As more people dispersed, leaving the remaining eggs, I ran up to the nest, arriving in time to see three eggs left. Red-head walked up calmly, meeting me beside the nest. He looked slightly awed and smug at the same time, looking at a brightly colored teal egg. Obviously this was the one he thought was 'his' egg. All of a sudden, as he reached down to get it, and I was looking at the remaining two eggs, a skinny boy with long black hair and scary eyes pushed up between us, knocking both of us aside.

"Hey! What's that for?" He gave me a malicious grin, which immediately struck me as having the same qualities you would see on a skull- scary, and dead. Red-head was generous enough to help me up, watching Scary-boy seize the beautiful brightly colored egg.

"Have fun picking a new dragon." He chuckled cruelly, then started streaking off to the lava. Not thinking, I dashed after him, leaving a devastated viking behind me, mourning the loss of 'his' egg. As I followed his path, winding between vikings, I immediately sensed something off. I wanted to go back to the nest- something was calling me. I pushed the feeling aside, just wanting to stop the thief in his attempted robbery. Just as he was getting close to the hatching baskets, I tackled him to the ground, causing him to drop the egg. We tussled, and I tried to pin him, while he squirmed like a snake, punching and lashing out. I felt him connect with my ear, making me see stars, but I didn't care. I managed to get his arms, but I could tell I was losing. Just as he was about to turn the tides to his favor, Gobber came over, grabbing the scruffs of our necks.

"What's going on here?!" his voice boomed with anger, grabbing everyone's attention.

"This crazy girl attacked me while I was coming to hatch my egg."

I immediately shouted out, "Not true! You stole it! It's not yours!"

Gobber stared daggers at the two of us. Looking at Scary-boy, he said, "I didn't tell you to hatch them yet. We were only getting them, not hatching until everyone had one." The boy just glared back. Then Gobber turned to me. "And just because he got an egg you liked, does not mean he stole it."

My emotions got the better of me, causing me to start quickly and loudly correcting him- I hated being thought of as wrong. "He didn't. And it wasn't my egg. It's his!" I quickly pointed back at Red-head, who had come up closer, following us.

Gobber looked over at him. "What's your name, boy?"

"Kellelen, sir."

"Kellelen, is this true? Did this boy steal your egg? Remember the punishments I said earlier." You could practically feel the threat in Gobber's voice. I had a feeling if he hadn't known me better, he would have been giving me quite the lashing.

"Yes. I knew my egg was in that nest, and that it was that one. I had my hand on it, about to pick it up, and he," he looked over to glare at the other boy, the first negative expression I had seen on him, "ran up, knocked me and her away, snatched the egg, and ran off to go hatch it before anyone could get it back." He started talking really fast now. "If she hadn't gone after it, I am afraid I would have lost it." He finished abruptly, looking at the bright egg on the floor. The girl from earlier picked it up, and handed it to Kellelen, who had a thankful expression on his face.

With everyone watching, Gobber carried us like kittens back to the Nadder nest, where he dropped us like a sack of potatoes. The last two eggs still sat, seeming lonely in the big nest. Being close to it again, I felt better. This must have been what Kellelen had been talking about- his egg being here, and feeling it. I could feel my egg here, too. Before I could do anything, Scary-boy dove in, grabbed the spiny, dark toned egg, and ran back towards the crowd, disappearing as he called out, "Ha! I still got an egg, but you don't get a choice! Have fun with whatever stupid dragon is inside it!". Ignoring him, I gently picked up the last egg, hugging it safely to my chest. It's smooth green shell fit perfectly to my body as I cradled it. This was my dragon, my Nadder, my partner. It was right- I knew it.

Gobber then had us line up, using the hatching baskets by the lava pit to help the young dragons break free. I was one of the last in line. It seemed in all the commotion, both Kellelen and Scary-boy had gotten separated from me. That was just fine- I had had enough excitement, and my head was starting to ache from the fight. Finally, I got to the front of the line. I sat my egg in, dropped it into the lava, then pulled it back up. As it started to jump, cracks appearing, I grew intensely excited. I couldn't wait to see my dragon! Finally, it fell open, and the young green hatchling shook itself of the shell. I stared in shock- how could this be?!

"Ha! You didn't even get a Nadder! And better than that, you got the world's only Monstrous Nightmare RUNT!" From out of nowhere, Scary-boy was looking over my shoulder at my dragon, laughing his head off in glee. A dark black and brown Nadder sat on his head, matching it's riders dark hair and demeanor. Beside him, another boy with dirty blond hair and gray eyes was laughing as well, his gray and brown Whispering Death wrapped around his shoulders like a dirty scarf. I glared at them, just picking up my small hatchling, who snuffled at my arm, shivering.

"It's cowardly, too! This is too great! A runt, cowardly Nightmare, who isn't even a proper color!" They both were abruptly knocked over the head by Gobber's hook-hand. He then grabbed my shoulder, leading me, and the rest of the class, out of the Hatchery.
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**Chapter 8: Settling In**

I looked around me and sighed, causing my new hatchling to look at me with sad, questioning eyes. "It's alright, Oakheart, it's not you." I picked him up, stroking his warm, smooth back, more for my own comfort than his. "This is going to be a lot harder than I thought, getting used to all the changes and people." I gave another glance around the tiny first year cabin, knowing that it wouldn't be any different than two seconds ago when I had walked in. Being barely fifteen by ten feet, it seemed overcrowded by the two beds and single dresser that were it's only furniture. Out back, as a newer add-on, it seemed, was a tiny bathroom.

"Don't get too comfortable." Gobber had told us, as he had settled us into our cabins, which were divided by which island we came from.

This had been answered by an, "As if we could." by Scary-boy's friend with the Whispering Death. Gobber would normally not have taken to this kind of comment, but it seemed that he had said it quietly enough that it didn't reach anyone else but me and Scary-boy, who had chuckled.

We had walked in, and gotten as comfortable as we could, which wasn't very at all. With low ceilings to add to the small space, I knew that I wouldn't be able to spend much time at all in there before going crazy. The young boy who was to be my roommate looked over at me. "Are you okay?" Even though he had to be fifteen, because this was the youngest you could be to attend, his enormous brown eyes and short, small build made him seem much younger. I looked over at him, cuddled on his bed with a black and red Nightmare hatchling curled beside him.

"Yeah. Today has just been rough. I need some sleep."

"You were the girl from Berk who got left behind because you were late, right? Then, you got here on Toothless, and then you disappeared, and rode on the fire Nadder, and then you fought for someone's egg, and then Gobber got mad, and you got the last egg, and it wasn't the dragon you wanted, and then Gobber kept his hand on your shoulder until we got here so that nothing else funny could happen to you, right?" He said this in one long sentence, rushing through it in a jumble of sounds.

His antics actually made me chuckle a little, which might have been his reason for talking so funny. Either that, or he was just over-excited from the day. I wouldn't blame him, it sounded pretty exciting when you said it like that. "Yes, that's me. I'm Frostfire. I live far up North in Berk. This is Oakheart." I pointed to the miniature leaf-colored dragon on my shoulder. "He wasn't what I was expecting, but he was the dragon I wanted. So, who are you? I'm assuming that you're from Berk as well, since we're sharing a cabin."

"I'm Boulder. This is Flash Fang. How did you ride the fire Nadder?"

"Well, it's nice to meet you, Boulder. Uuummm, that Nadder's name is Flare, and I know her rider. He saw me all alone at the top of a cliff, and he offered to give me a ride when we saw everyone coming back to get their eggs."

"It was so cool! I can't wait until Flash Fang is big enough to ride!" I chuckled again. Even though he was a teenager, his enthusiasm was on par with that of a ten-year-old. I hefted my saddlebag onto my shoulder, wanting to unpack into the chest before I went to bed. As I picked it up, it moved slightly, causing me to freeze. "What's in there?" Boulder seemed more curious than nervous. I gently placed it back on the floor, and ever so slowly lifted the flap...

"Tinscale!" I burst out at the sight of my naughty little terror. "You should be at home, you bad boy. However did you get in there?" I pulled him out, and pushed the bag under my bed. I'd sort it later. I went over to my bed, and plopped down, Tinscale still in my arms. Oakheart crawled off my shoulder, wanting to inspect the new arrival. "What am I going to do with you?"

"I heard that there's a Terrible Terror post office on the far side of the school. We could take him there, and you could have him take your parents a letter. Or, he could stay and roost there, and become your personal mail dragon."

"Not a bad idea. But I'm too tired to go exploring tonight. For now, he's staying here." I pulled my covers, and crawled in, relieved that at least my roommate was helpful and seemed to like me, and not want to tease me, or my odd dragons.

...

I woke up the next morning when it was just starting to get light. It was pretty quiet, so I took Tinscale and went looking for the post office. It was right where Boulder had said, near the entrance to the race courses. I opened the door, and saw many large cubby holes dotting the wall behind, kind of like a honeycomb. Inside each was a Terrible Terror, and behind the counter was an older girl, probably on her last year of school. "May I help you? We send mail here, either to other students, or to the various homelands of the students."

"Umm, I have a Terror who followed me from home. What do you think I should do with him?"

She eyed up Tinscale, who was happily perched on my head, looking at the other Terrors. "I suggest that you send him home. If you're doing that, you might as well send a letter, too." I nodded. I picked up some of the papers and a quill from the counter, and went over to one of the small tables to write.

Dear Dad, Mom, Braggart, Bjorn, Loki, and dragons,

I really miss all of you! As you can see, Tinscale here managed to sneak his way to the school with me. (He hid in my bag.) I guess that it's not all bad... He can bring you my first letter! Anyway, it's been an exciting first day at school.

My dragon is a leaf green Monstrous Nightmare, named Oakheart. He's adorable, but he's also a runt, and very easily scared. I had some interesting experiences while getting his egg...

_I went on to describe all of what had happened in the hatchery, as well as my journey to the village._

I can't wait to see you, and I hope that everyone is safe. Has Glowworm returned yet? If she has, give everyone on the rescue party hugs for me! Has Bullheart made it home safe as well? Please just give everyone there my love! I miss you all so much! School is so loud and noisy and different!

Lots of love,

Frostfire and Oakheart

I finished up writing, and gave it a few minutes to dry. Then, I gave it, and Tinscale, to the girl behind the counter. "It will be a few days before we send him out. We always send them in groups, which makes it easier on all of them to travel long distances. He'll leave as soon as we get a few more letters."

I walked out the door, one dragon less, and followed my nose to a larger building, with good smells coming from it. I pushed open the door, and saw a carbon copy of the Great Hall on Berk! Walking between the tables, I quickly reached the hearth, were the delicious smells were coming from. As I sat happily eating the porridge, I started to feel more optimistic. Things couldn't be so bad, could they? I would get through this.
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**Chapter 9: In the Great Hall**

As I sat eating porridge, the girl from the post office walked in, her brown hair and eyes gleaming in the gentle fire light. She sat down a short distance beside me, along with another girl, whose green eyes danced with the reflected flames. At first, they seemed oblivious to my presence, and that of my smaller-than-average Nightmare. _Boy, I still don't feel comfortable around strangers._ I thought, getting up. As I went to leave, they finally seemed to see me.

"Hey, you're the girl from earlier, right? You came in with your own Terror." I turned back to face them, unsure if they were going to end up being friend or foe.

I slowly drew out the one word I could think to say, "Yeeesssss." It seemed more of a question than a reply, betraying my uncertainty. She looked over at her companion, then patted the bench beside her. After I hesitated again, she gave a small chuckle.

"Hey, I don't bite. Neither does my dragon. I've heard from Asgardnia here that you had a rather rough first day." The black-haired girl beside her looked down at the table, seeming slightly shy about being talked about. "Now why don't you come sit down with us, and stop feeling like such an outsider." _But that's what I've always been, an outsider. _ I thought to myself, sitting down next to her. _I've been away from others for years!_ I slowly put my half-full bowl back on the table, and started to eat again. I could feel her eyes on me. "Now, I know you can talk, and act like a normal person, because you were just fine in the post office. What's different here?"

I looked up into her curious gaze, her friend peering around her side. "Uuhh... I just don't feel comfortable approaching people on my own. At the post office, I was there to do a job, and so were you. Here, it's different. We're just, around." I went back to my porridge, hoping that maybe I could play off my unexpected shyness as hunger.

"Well, why don't we just start over, then. I'm Vica, and this is my friend Asgardnia. Now, who are you?"

"I'm Frostfire, and this is Oakheart." Upon hearing his name, he scampered across the table to sniff at her hand.

"Wow! He's so small! Even Loki is bigger than he is!" Asgardnia picked her hatchling off of her lap, setting the green, gold, and black Nadder on the table next to Oakheart. Just as Oakheart started to approach the other dragon, the doors banged open.

"Ah! My favorite group of ladies!" Snotlout banged down on the bench opposite us, obviously glad to have a group of girls to himself, and no sign of Arlan anywhere.

"Snotlout. How you doing?" Vica grinned at him, a long-time comradery evident between them.

"Awesome, same as always. Hookfang and I just beat the current record for the race time on Fortune Falls."

"It seems that I'll have to go out there and show you what racing is really like."

"Oh yeah? If I remember properly, I could beat you at any track..."

It continued back and forth between them like this for quite a while, the competitive natures flaring at each other. As the energy built, I felt that I was starting to see the real side of Vica: hot-headed and determined to win. Eventually, they went out, each decided that they were going to prove that they were the best racer.

"Whew. I was hoping they would leave before I got sucked into another wild ride on Nesa." Asgardnia breathed a sigh of relief, turning to smile at me.

Now that it was one on one, I felt more comfortable. I really am not usually a shy person, so I just didn't know what had come over me earlier. "Who's Nesa?"

She gave a slightly derisive snort. "Vica's great gray beast of a Nightmare. She is just as competitive and fiery as her rider. Also, she likes to try to beat Hookfang, as they're distantly related. So... all this adds up to me getting sucked into riding her with Vica."

I started to say, "That doesn't sound too bad.", but was quickly interrupted by her upheld finger.

"While they race Snotlout and Hookfang. And you know what those two are like, and what kind of race courses they enjoy."

I had never seen Hookfang before yesterday, but, considering that it seemed that Snotlout hadn't changed much, I could guess at it, and gave a sympathetic wince.

We ate in silence a few minutes, then she looked up at me. "You know, the pretty much the whole school is talking about you. You have to be one of the first students to become virtually famous overnight."

"Yeah?" I gave a quick, angry breath. "Famous for what? For being late? For getting into a fight the first day of school? For getting the world's only miniature Monstrous Nightmare?" I strung out my list of embarrassments, wondering which would become my long-running accomplishment that everyone remembered.

She gave a sarcastic laugh. "Pretty much all of the above." I smacked my bowl away, making her and the dragons jump. I collapsed onto my arms on the tabletop, wishing that I could just disappear. Or go back to being thought of as dead. Either or. She quickly seemed to realize that this was bothering me more than I had originally let on, and softened her slightly bitter tones. "It's not so bad, you know. I heard that Gobber got most of the blame for the hatchery incidents, not you." I didn't look up, wishing I could just fade away into the table. She continued on. "Normally it's the headmaster that gets everyone introduced to the school, and directs them in getting a hatchling. He couldn't be here the first day for some reason, so he had Gobber fill in instead. Gobber did it totally differently, from what the other students said. The Headmaster just lets everyone go in, and find the egg that they can sense is theirs. That's how it normally works. Gobber turned it into this mad competition, causing a lot of outbursts. People wanted certain dragons, and so just fought for them, instead of calmly walking around until they found their specific egg. So, don't worry. I don't think that you'll get in trouble. Besides, there was the fact that you rescued someone else's egg. It would have been terrible had it hatched for someone else. The bond is never the same as when the dragon chooses you." I finally looked up, thankful that this almost complete stranger would go to the trouble of trying to make me feel better. The two hatchlings started nuzzling up to me as well, bringing out a trembling laugh.

"Thanks."

She gave a shrug, seeming embarrassed. "It's nothing. That's what friends are for."

It hit me like Thor's hammer descending from the heavens: I had a friend. "Soooo, where are you from?" Now that I knew that I had a friend, I wanted to know all about her.

"I'm from the tribe of Northern Wanderers. We live up far north, where it stays frozen almost the entire year. Mostly, like the name implies, we wander over the ice, following the fish and seals. There are times during the year, when it warms up some, that we all congregate on our home island of Kirm." She put her right fist over her chest. "I was one of the two chosen to come to the school this year." She struck a noble pose, trying to show me how awesome she was. I just snickered at her humor, causing her to glare at me. I glared back, and we both descended into interminable fits of giggles, which quickly grew to loud guffaws of laughter. "So, what about you?"

"Berk." And I respun my tale of moving, the valley, Glowworm, and then the recent meeting with Hiccup. At it's conclusion, she seemed deep in thought.

"You know, it seems that it's pretty peculiar that you know so much about dragons, and yet didn't even realize you weren't getting a Nadder."

I looked down at the table, rubbing the back of my head in embarrassment. "It was very tense, and I was very distracted after all the events going on around me. Really, in the end, I was just relieved to get my egg, and so didn't even notice that it didn't match." We waited patiently for the other to speak a few minutes, sitting in companionable silence. "So, what's Vica's story? Where is she from?"

"Berk, same as you. She was the girl chosen to come last year. Of course, there is a pretty good range of ages able to get chosen, so even though she is a year ahead in school, we are actually both seventeen."

"Well, she knows better than me, and I'm eighteen." I gave a slight nervous laugh. "So, when did you meet?"

"My family was one of the small groups that would come to trade. We met about two years ago, and then were ecstatic to learn that we would both be at the school." I gave a nod, showing that I was still listening. "She can be just as bad as Snotlout, but you'll never find someone truer or more loyal. Also, just like Snotlout, you can trick her into pretty much anything, because she is super gullible." She gave a slightly devious chuckle. I gave a half smile, and she stopped rubbing her hands together to straighten up and throw her arm around my shoulder. "And now we have you as a friend as well."

I smiled at that, truly happy to hear those words. I repeated the phrase in my mind as we stood up and cleared away our bowls to go to class. Friends- I had friends!
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**Chapter 10: Hearthfire? What's a Hearthfire?**

Two weeks flew by in the twinkling of Loki's eye. True to her word, Vica had sent Tinscale to Berk a few days after I met her, accompanied by a small flock of other Terrors. Back here, I quickly grew to enjoy my new life, attending classes ranging from dragon care to history, geography, alchemy, and weapon handling. Vica, Asgardnia, and I all met up as often as we could, having competitive fishing trips, forest foot races, and doing other random things around the island. I would have been completely happy, enjoying what seemed like a perfect new adventure- only it wasn't perfect, and I wasn't happy. Even with my new friends, things were still challenging. The teachers were wonderful, with interesting classes. The subjects were all enjoyable, and I was doing very well in all of my classes. The only thing that made this situation so gray was my old 'nemesis' from the hatchery- Scary-boy.

It started again in the first week. We were in our dragon care class, which is required for all new riders. Asgardnia and I sat together, chatting happily. Then he walked up, his sidekick standing next to him. "Hey, Northy, don't you know better than to sit with her? She's going to make you fail. Just take a look at her scrap of a dragon- he hasn't even grown yet!" He gave a disgusted sneer, his Whisper-toting companion just getting an awkward expression on his face. "Dark Thief could eat him in two bites." At this, his large Nadder bared his tiny-tooth stage fangs. I carefully tucked Oakheart into Asgardnia's lap, out of his sight. Asgardnia looked at me, surprised, and then up at Scary-boy.

Her eyes quickly trailed to the boy slightly behind him. Her gaze filled with the look of a question. "Hey, Gunnar, what are you doing hanging out with this trash? Don't you know that he'll cause you to fail?" I gave a grin, appreciating my friend's wit and support.

Gunnar glanced quickly from Asgardnia to Scary-boy, then onto me. His eyes had filled with a deep look of uncertainty. Scary-boy gave an almost unnoticeable kick to Gunnar's shins, causing his Whispering Death to shift on his shoulders, feeling his discomfort. His eyes grew hard, looking more like the steel that they shared their color with. "We may be from the same clan, but you have nothing in relation to me. Yarlo and I are going to become the greatest riders here, and help to... weed out the weaker vikings that obviously aren't cut out for this." His eyes strayed to me, contempt in them, with a small flicker behind them. At this Scary-boy, I mean, Yarlo, grinned, and they swaggered off to sit in the back. As they started away, I stood up, wanting to have some words with these bullies. Asgardnia quickly yanked me back into my seat, sensing what I was planning.

"Just ignore the half-trolls." She said, giving an aggravated glance back at the twosome. "We'll show them. Besides, Gunnar may think he's tough for hanging out with Yarlo, but he has to come back to share a cabin with _me_." She gave a devious grin, and Loki gave a sort of coughing dragon laugh, obviously pleased with the thought of some mischief.

I soon found out that she was holding true to her word- Gunnar and his Whispering Death always stayed back a few paces whenever Yarlo would come over to tease me. It seemed to be his favorite daily pastime. I did my best to just ignore him, but it was never part of my nature to take an insult lying down. He was in the middle of one of his teasing sessions when Vica came up on Nesa, thundering down to a sudden impact of a landing.

"Hey, barf-for-brains, don't mess with someone with a Nightmare!"

Yarlo let out a sarcastic laugh. "That's not a Nightmare, it's a leaf!" This brought a chuckle out of Gunnar, quickly turned to a glare by my dagger-sharp glance.

"Yeah? Well how about this one!" she shouted out. At this, Nesa leapt forward, letting out a furious roar, and getting right in their faces. They lost their balance, and fell backwards, where they quickly scrambled back to the cover of the nearby post office. My shoulders sagged as all the fight left me.

I looked up at my friend. "Thanks, Vica. I'm sorry that you had to come rescue me."

"No problem." She looked over at the retreating shadows of my assailants. "I hate bullies. So, how's Oakheart?" I looked down at the shape cradled in my arms.

"Fine." I said miserably

"Gruuroooo?" His large eyes looked sadly up at me, as if trying to apologize for something he could never control. I gently stroked his back. Even if he was a runt, and easily scared, I still loved him.

"It's alright, boy. I'm not upset with you." I buried my face in his warm back spines. Vica dismounted and walked over.

"For being a three-week old, he is rather small." I looked up at her, giving a 'that is really not helpful' look. She defensively held up her hands, laughing at my expression. "I just mean that, all things considering, he doesn't seem to have grown any larger."

She had hit the mark as squarely as Thor's hammer. This same fact had been bothering me for the past week-and-a-half. While all the other hatchlings were growing quickly, Oakheart was staying the same size- that of a Terrible Terror, or even smaller. I worried for my dragon. What if he never grew? I closed my eyes and sighed. I could just picture it- laughingstock of the school, well, more of a laughing stock, with a _permanently_ miniature dragon. What would Yarlo say about that? I couldn't bear it. I would catch the soonest Timberjack ride back to Berk, and back home, rather than stay with a permanently small dragon.

Vica's seemingly distant voice snapped me out of my daydreams. "I am in advanced Dragon care classes, and I think I know something that could possibly help you. It would be hard to do though, as we don't have access without permission, and don't think that anyone would help us out, unless the situation was dire." She paused thoughtfully. "Well, there is one person you could ask about this... but you're not going to like it..."

She was right, I didn't like it. This was one of my worst case scenarios, right after having to help Yarlo with his homework. I looked over the storeroom, at the viking directing the sorting of new crates and barrels of supplies. He was the one viking most likely to help, and one of the few with access. After showing where he wanted some sacks of flour to a group of younger vikings, he looked up from his checklist, directly at me. A broad grin immediately split his face, causing him to shine. He walked over, still with that sunny smile. I felt my stomach flip over, and my nerves shoot down my spine. Why was I here talking to him? Why had I ever agreed to this? Oh, if only I had had a better idea! As I stood frozen to the floor, his smile started to fade. He looked over at the youngsters still moving things. "Do you want to go outside?" he asked gently. I could only manage to nod. He hesitantly put a hand on my shoulder, and guided me out the door and over to a nearby rock. I still felt as if my brain had shorted out. Okay, so first he startled me, and now he brainwashed me with his smile. Would he never stop causing unexpected side-effects? He gracefully settled on the rock next to me, his gentle smile returning. "So, what can I do for you, Miss Dragon Nip?"

I swallowed, so that I could regain my voice. "Frostfire, my name is Frostfire."

He seemed slightly startled by this answer. But, his dramatic nature quickly took care of any unexpected situations, his mind quickly getting back in character, like a well-trained actor. "That's a beautiful name. Now, I can ask after you." He laughed as I blushed, embarrassed at the thought of him asking others about me. "So, do you want anything, other than getting me out of work?"

I looked into his eyes, the color of freshly-turned soil. I knew that this was one of the few probable chances to help Oakheart, but really, ask Arlan for help? "Vica said, that I, that we, could come find some help. I... I am worried... about Oakheart. He's not growing. He was.. small to start with, and everyone else's dragons are almost to the Shortwing stage by now." I pulled the sleeping dragon out of my satchel, so that he could see what I was saying.

He thoughtfully rubbed his chin, looking at little Oakheart, less than three times the size of the other Nightmares, including our roommate, Flash Fang, who was the same age. "Well, there is always the Hearthfire..." he seemed to be saying this more to himself than to me.

"Hearthfire? What's a Hearthfire?"

He seemed to notice that he had said that out loud. He gave a quick look around, checking if the coast was clear. "There is a special room off of the Hatchery, with another pool of lava in it. When you take a dragon there, the heat and lava help them to grow."

I perked up, and instantly felt hope blossom like a snowdrop. "Why haven't I heard of this before? I know that I am only a few weeks in, but I would think that if it was so important, more people would know of it." I looked down, embarrassed. "Also, I am ahead in my classes, so I would have thought I would have come across something like that in my studies."

He gave a small chuckle at my embarrassment. "Well, not many know about it, as it's supposed to be secret. This is a little-known method of helping dragons to grow. It stimulates growth, so normal dragons don't need it, or else it would cause them to grow at an accelerated rate. But, as yours is smaller, I would think that it isn't really accelerating, just... catching up." His face filled with a look of mischief, which brought about a slight grin of my own. He looked around again, still checking if we were being overheard. He motioned for me to give him my dragon. "Hand me Oakheart. I'll use my access to get him into the Hearthfire. I'll meet you at your cabin at dawn, to give him back."

I suddenly realized that this was most probably something against the rules. I looked around myself, then gravely into his eyes. "Are you sure?"

"Yeah, just risk, dragons, lava, and rule-breaking, what could be better?" His joke quickly faded into a serious look, as he read the nervousness in my face. "Don't worry. Nothing will happen. I promise." His comical and winsome personality returned, as he said "Besides, who could ever punish what they can't catch?" He gingerly tucked Oakheart into his jacket, and walked off towards the hatchery. Looking after my beloved dragon, and the confusing-yet-handsome-yet-aggravating-yet-something-I-don't-know-yet boy, I felt that same stab of nervous energy.

"Just, be safe. Both of you."
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**Chapter 11: Odin, Help Me!**

_Dawn is so far away._ I thought, walking, pacing really, around the school. _I just have to do something._ I started towards the post office, and arrived breathless, having broken into a sprint somewhere along the path. I burst through the door, landing in a heap on top of a girl, who was just leaving.

I winced at my own clumsiness. "Sorry, Asgardnia."

We both helped each other up, and dusted off. "It's fine. Something bothering you?" I wanted to just tell her everything, but after Arlan saying that the Hearthfire was a secret, I didn't feel that I could just tell everyone. In the end, I just nodded, and went to go ask if Tinscale had returned yet, or any other Terror Mail. Vica dug into one of the cubbies, producing my cobalt dragon. He happily leapt to perch on my head, then crawled around a bit, to give me better access to the letter tied to his leg.

"Thanks Tinscale." I said, ecstatic to see a familiar dragon again. I was even more ecstatic to see a letter from my family! What was going on back home?

Dear Frostfire,

We were both excited and relieved to see this little mischief-maker again. It's good to know that he was somewhere safe, and that he didn't end up trapped somewhere. We feel that it's best to have him continue bringing mail, as it keeps things much quieter around here.

We were all so happy to hear from you, and are so proud to hear that you have your dragon, finally. We can't wait to meet him! And don't worry. Things like that have a funny way of working out. In fact, runts often end up becoming some of the biggest and strongest. We're sorry that your journey was so rough, but at least you made it! We've been keeping busy here, working with all of our many dragons. Bullheart made it back safely the day after you left, and has been sleeping almost constantly since. He seems no worse for wear otherwise, and we are giving him extra rocks and fish as a thank-you for getting you to the village.

It seemed as if you did right, getting the egg back for Kellelen, but remember to use your judgement, as well as your instincts! Heart and mind are as important as action and brawn. (You keep telling me that, Frostfire- Braggart)

Glowworm and everyone else arrived back in early the next morning, bringing with them a severely unwell dragon: a female Grapplewing. It seems as if she must have gotten stuck during the return leg of the last migration, or was captured, because she was severely underweight, and showed scarring along her neck and back. She's stable, but still needs a lot of rest and food. We believe that she should be well enough by the time the migration comes through before Devastating Winter.

We keep telling all the dragons how much you love and miss them, because they are really missing you. As for patients, Sweetsword had made a full recovery, and flew away a day before writing this letter. I know you wanted to see her off, but trust me, that Smothering Smokebreath is better suited to the wild than to us. Thundershock is recovering well from her wing injury. Still no sign of flight, but we are starting to think she may not leave, even if she could! Beast has taken to keeping her company, and they get along well. Judging from the membrane, she may never be able to fly again, and will become a permanent resident. She is still rather hostile, which is expected of a Skrill, but is slowly coming more open as she is with Beast.

We can't wait to hear from you again, and hope that school is doing well.

Lots of Love,

Dad, Mom, Braggart, Bjorn, Loki, and the dragons

After reading, I got Tinscale settled back into his nest in the cubby hole. I would let him rest before going out again. Besides, I wanted to write about all of what was happening! I spent the rest of the remaining hours before dusk back in the little cabin, finally getting my stuff all put away. Well, better late than never. As soon as it seemed the slightest bit dark, I climbed into bed, impatient for the morning.

Shortly before dawn I snuck out of bed, careful not to disturb Boulder or Flash Fang. I waited a short while outside, but was too impatient to stay put. I started walking towards the hatchery entrance. As I walked among the small cabins, I read the names off of each door: Krytax, Northern Wanderers, Mivlen, Berserker, Drakken. There were so many islands! When I was almost to the hatchery, I noticed a newer cabin, on the outskirts. I looked at the tag: Outcast. Outcast? As in, led by Alvin the Treacherous? I didn't even realize that we had Outcasts here. I had heard that we had made peace, but giving them open access to the school? _Just who could it be in there? _I wondered. Curious, I peeked in the window. My eyes widened, I would say with shock, but I wasn't shocked. It was Yarlo! In the far bed, I saw the girl that I had questioned in the hatchery, curled up with a Zippleback. _Well, it looks like she found her egg after all. _As movement stirred in the darkness, I ducked, and then worked towards the hatchery.

As I started covering the open ground, I felt another shadow behind me. I spun around, turning to face Yarlo. "Where you going, dog face?" His maniacal sneer now revealed the semblance of his father. _How did I never notice that before?_, I wondered.

"Oh, nowhere, Alvinson." He seemed slightly taken aback, but then his grin increased tenfold.

"So, you figured out my parentage. No matter, I'm here all the same. Hiccup thought since our clans were 'allies' now, that it would be good to extend the hand of friendship, and open up the knowledge, since everyone else around was getting it too." He cackled, showing what he thought of Hiccup's generosity. "Where's that pipsqueak dragon of yours? Lose it in that little bag that you're always carrying?" He stuck his hand out beside him, and his black Nadder rushed up. "Well, we'll just fix that. Dark Thief, fetch!" Instantly, the large hatchling launched itself at me. I was used to rambunctious Nadder hatchlings. I had helped raise Storm Surge and Tempest, after all. But this was far from my match. Whereas most of the hatchlings were still about a week away from being classified as Shortwings, this Nadder was large enough to be one! He wasn't a friendly dragon, either. He was clawing, biting, and whipping me with his tail. I managed a good punch to the chin, but he still kept coming, writhing like a snake on fire. Just as he got his head over my shoulder, and started ripping at the strap of my satchel, I remembered the scratching trick. It used to do wonders on Storm Surge! I quickly put him to sleep, before he could do any more damage to my bag.

Yarlo glared at me, then at his snoozing partner. "Dumb dragon." Though frustration was his main emotion, I could see the gears turning in his mind. He wanted to know how I had managed to put his rambunctious and unyielding dragon into a state of unconsciousness. While still looking at the ground, his hands balled into fists, and he started to shake slightly. His anger won out. Letting out a roar-like battlecry, he launched himself at me, knocking us to the ground, and finally breaking the strap of my bag. We rolled around, almost silent in the dim light of the setting moon. Just like the first time, he still had better fighting skills, but I wasn't going to give up. I fought back with a sharp knee to his gut, and a swift jab at his torso. He winced for a second, and I rolled us over, putting me back on top. He flailed his arms, to keep me from pinning him, and hit my bag, which was still laying in the grass. I watched in horror as it went skimming onto the bank, into the stream, and then into the short series of waterfalls that led out into the sea. While I was distracted, he gave one hard, strong punch to my lower side.

I knew how important our not being discovered was, as I didn't want any more trouble. That is why I had been silent until this point. But I couldn't help it. My bag was gone, and he had just given me the most painful injury I had ever received in a fight. He had caught me by surprise. So, I did the one thing I had avoided: I made a sound. Not a quiet sound, not a grunt or whimper. I let out a full-bodied howl of pain, falling to the ground. He quickly scrambled to stand over me, his fists ready to do more damage.

Then we both froze on the spot, as we heard a sound that chilled us to the core: the deep, powerful, answering howl of a large, enraged dragon.
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**Chapter 12: With Certainty This Is The Definition Of "Caught"**

I saw a shiver run down Yarlo's spine as he felt the vibration that ran through the ground, and made the air thrum. I felt it through my whole body, pressed against the shivering ground. The roar faded into a long, low growl, rapidly getting louder. I slowly looked from my opponent's arms to his face, and saw my fear briefly mirrored.

His face shot up to look at the direction of the sound. "What is that!?" The raw fear was overwhelming in his voice, for someone so usually aloof and unmoved. Then I realized: this growl meant not only a large dragon, but one intending harm. I started wriggling in his suddenly locked grip, bringing him back to his senses. His fear was overtaken by disgust and loathing. "Just one more..." He ground out, raising his fist up for a final heavy blow. He held his hand up, savoring his feeling of power, revenge, and superiority. I tried to slip free, but could feel that I was pinned. This knowledge only empowered me further, making me determined to break free.

"Arrrrrrrrrggh!" I growled, trying to use all my might to shift my opponent. And as I struggled to stop the inevitable pain-to-come, the growling reached a crescendo in the early dawn.

"RRRRRRRRRRRRROOOOOOOOOOOAAAAAAAAAAAAAARRRRRRRRRRRR!" An enormous green shape burst out of the just-big-enough tunnel opening to the hatchery. It streaked across the ground, trailing brilliant green fire in its wake. Before we could move, it leapt on top of us, tearing Yarlo from on top of me, and tossing him so that he landed on top of the still-sleeping form of Dark Thief. As he flew through the air, he uttered not a sound, being completely surprised by the sudden change of dominance, until he landed with an 'oof!', waking the large hatchling.

I was too stunned to move, or make a sound. Faster than a thought, the dragon stood right above, his wings wrapped tightly around me. It fixed its raging gaze on the two dark forms trembling on the ground. Flames flickered along the length of his spine and wings, the brightest light in the predawn. The threat of his growls continued rumbling from deep in the large chest, growing louder as the dark forms slowly stood up. With a final terrified look back, they sprinted away towards the safety of their cabin.

Once satisfied that they were no longer a threat, the dragon gave a final snort, and extinguished his flames. Its mood did a turnaround, and it lifted up slightly, letting out a stream of green fire while crowing out its victory to the rising sun. For one moment longer, I was curled in a terrified ball among the dragon's wings, the color of new oak leaves.

_Oak! _I thought,_ Could this possibly be my little Oakheart?_ As these thoughts pounded through my head like Thor's laughter, Arlan came charging out of the hatchery on Flare.

"Oakheart! What are you doing!?" He demanded in a harsh whisper. Then, he vaulted off of his dragon's back, and raced over to us. As he got nearer, Oakheart crouched, another growl rumbling out. Arlan stopped immediately. "Hey, easy boy. It's alright. It's just me." He quietly reached out, and took one step at a time. The growling stopped. "Oakheart, where's Frostfire?"

I gently knocked against the taunt wing-skin in front of me, causing a pleasant, drum-like sound. "I'm in here! Arlan, is that you?" Finally satisfied that I wasn't in danger, the dragon unfurled his wings, and let me walk free... straight into the arms of Arlan. He immediately embraced me into a hug, catching me by surprise, and making me look at the ground (my usual position when embarrassed), which just caused my head to lean against his chest.

"I was so worried. I stayed up most of the night, keeping an eye while he was in the Hearthfire, but I fell asleep at some point, and I wake up to him roaring at the top of his voice, charging out faster than Odin's horse Sleipnir. I knew only one thing could do that: if his bonded partner was in danger. So, then I come out, and he's apparently alone, and I... I.." He broke off, seeming unable to either continue, or find the correct way to express himself. I looked up into his face, suddenly realizing that he cared about me. Arlan was friends with everyone, and highly popular, willing to be with anyone, but it really seemed as if he felt something for me, something more than just "hey, there's that girl that keeps getting herself into all kinds of trouble".

I backed up a step, making him drop his arms from my back. "I was coming to meet you here, to see Oakheart. Then, Yarlo followed me, and attacked. ..." I stopped, a sudden, new feeling of loss and panic overcoming me. Arlan say the look in my eyes.

"What's the matter, are you hurt?" He seemed very worried.

I shook my head, and then winced at the pulled muscles in my neck and side, where he had punched me. "No, it's my satchel!" I jogged over to the waterfall, but it was fruitless. I knew I wouldn't see it again. Arlan came up beside me, joining in the pointless search of the waters below.

"Your satchel? Why is it so important?"

"It's not the satchel, it's what is inside it. I only just sorted my stuff last night!" I looked to the heavens. Why did the gods hate me so much? "I put my dragon manual in that satchel, so that... nothing could ever happen to it..." As I looked at the ocean far below the cliff, my tears added to the vast amount of salt water. I felt Arlan's arm gingerly come onto my shoulders.

"You know, I could just get you another copy; it's not very hard." My teary gaze met his sympathetic one.

"Not like mine." I shook my head, "I added everything I learned about dragons in it. New tips and techniques to handle them, new species, maps, migration routes, everything!" I brought my palms up to my eyes, wanting to just disappear in my grief. "Now, all my work for the past several years is gone!" As I grieved, he brought me in for another hug, trying to comfort me by rubbing my back in soothing circles. So we stood, a strange and unexpected couple, silhouetted against the rising sun.

Eventually, I calmed down, and Arlan let go of me. While I dried my eyes, he walked the short distance back to the scene of the fight. Joining him, I finally got a good look at the dragon curled up in the grass. "So, ready to be reintroduced to Oakheart?" His laughing, playful nature had returned. I nodded, and he led me to Oakheart's head, who immediately woke up, raising up so that he could look me in the eye. I tentatively reached out a hand, and he closed the gap. Elated, I looked back into his eyes, still the same beautiful gold that they were when he hatched.

"Oakheart?" I questioned, still not sure of this large, no _Monstrous_, Nightmare.

His answering "Grrruuuooo" was much, much deeper, with me able to feel it through my hand on his snout, and my feet on the ground, but it was still his same answer. A pure bolt of happiness shot through me.

"Oakheart! I know it was only overnight, but I missed you so much!" I rushed in and hugged him around the base of his neck, and he twisted his head around, resting it on top of mine. He moved his head, and delicately picked me up by the back of my shirt. I froze while he moved me through the air, depositing me on his back. I settled up on his large shoulders, enjoying the feeling of being taller. Then a thought occurred to me. "Hey, Arlan, how come he's so big?"

Leaning nonchalantly against Flare, he called over, "Well, wasn't that the whole point of the Hearthfire?"

I rolled my eyes at his humor. "Yes, I understand that, but he's even larger than the Shortwings."

At this, he pursed his lips, the only sign of his well-concealed feelings of embarrassment. "Well, you know how I said I just possibly fell asleep at some point? Well... let's just say, the longer in the Hearthfire, the more they grow. I should have gotten him out sooner."

I looked Oakheart over again, and decided that he was easily as big as the Broadwing Nightmares, possibly larger. I was content to sit there, with Oakheart, all day, but I knew there were more pressing matters. "Um, Arlan, how are we supposed to get him into the cabins? He's much too big."

Arlan was about to answer, but another voice did it for him. "There are issues much more pressing for you than figuring out how to get him indoors." A stern voice made us all look over at a large silver-haired viking with an axe for a hand, who was walking towards us.

"It would appear that we are caught." Arlan muttered under his breath to me.

"It would seem that he is a great viking, soon being able to punish you. I thought you said that you couldn't be caught?" I quietly shot back at him.

"Oh, I would say with certainty, this is the definition of 'caught', and no one escapes the Headmaster." Said he, gesturing with two fingers that we were all to follow him. With one last look over at my now partner-in-crime-and-punishment, I slipped off Oakheart, and dejectedly walked to his office, while the other students, waking up with the early-morning sun, looked on.
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**Chapter 13: The Plot Revealed**

The Headmaster lead us down a winding path to a small house on the side of a cliff. With the stern look still on his face, he held the door open, and we walked inside. It was sparsely furnished, but was cozy nonetheless. We settled on the woven rug in front of the fire, while he took a comfortable-looking throne-like chair.

His face was hidden in a slight shadow under his helmet as he started to speak. "So, you didn't think you would get caught? You didn't think that anyone would notice the sudden growth of the dragon?" He leaned forward, "You didn't think I would have been completely in on this scheme?" A merry twinkling appeared in his eyes. I immediately looked over at Arlan, only to see the humor mirrored in his eyes as well. This only made me more confused. I looked up at the Headmaster again.

"In on it? You mean, you knew from the beginning?"

Both Arlan and he let out hearty guffaws of laughter at my expression, and he finally got out, "Of course! If the Hearthfire was so secret, how did you think Vica found out about it?" I bit my lip as I realized I had failed to notice this major gap in the continuity of the whole thing. _They're right. How could I fail to notice that Vica knew, supposedly from an 'advanced care class', when Arlan said multiple times that it was top secret? _I looked over at Arlan, another thought coming to mind.

"So, you knew? When I came to see you at the storeroom, you knew why I was there?"

He gave a small bow over his arm, in the manner of an actor's final performance bow. "Absolutely. I had to be able to play the part, so that no one would suspect it. After all, I couldn't just openly talk about the Hearthfire with you, or else it wouldn't still be secret. So, we made it secret, for the most part." His charismatic expression disappeared as he saw the look on my face, to be replaced by one of uncertainty. I quickly looked at the floor. _ So, the whole thing was just an act. Helping me was just an act. It wasn't because he felt something, or wanted to be really nice and helpful. He did it because the Headmaster said to. _ My thoughts were gray and melancholy, thinking of how I had thought maybe I was finally starting to understand him, and have less unexpected reactions to him. _Stop it, stop it! You never liked him anyway, remember? He was always so annoying and popular._ I was jolted out of my thoughts by the Headmaster.

"Unforeseen circumstances," here he looked at Arlan, while I steadfastly kept my eyes locked on the Headmaster's face, "caused the plan to go slightly awry. So, here is what we shall do. Instead of saying that he hit his shortwing growth spurt late, we will say that being a runt made it that he couldn't handle all the energy, and thus exploded with the contained energy, causing rapid growth. Alright?"

I wasn't really sure others would buy that, but I just nodded. The sooner I got out of this room, the better.

"As for the fight, and Yarlo, we'll say that I gave you a pass to help Arlan on some late-night work, and that he ambushed you while walking there. It's close enough to the truth that everyone should accept it." Again, I only nodded. "Today in your farming lessons with Phlegma, we give each of you first-years your own little island outcropping, or a little parcel to call yours. You'll move out of the bunkhouses, and start farming it, to help increase your knowledge of plants and animals. This also solves the problem of growing dragon hatchlings. So, your original question, of how to get him indoors, is no longer pertinent. I believe that should answer all your questions, and handle all the loose ends. So, if I were you, I would go get some quick breakfast before class starts." I stood up to go. "Also, the Hearthfire, as far as you're concerned, doesn't exist, alright?" I nodded one last time, trying to keep myself from looking at Arlan out of the corner of my eye, and failing. I could see him sitting still as a statue. I made it to the door, and he uttered one last thing. "I wanted to apologize for the incident in the hatchery, and thank you for saving Kellelen's bonded partner." I paused, and then walked out, barely hearing behind me: "Hey, Arlan, sit back down. I want to talk to you about last night..."

I trudged up the path to the top of the plateau, and then headed for the great hall. If I was lucky, Vica and Asgardnia would still be in there. As I entered, they waved from one of the upper balconies. I grabbed my bowl, and headed up to them. "Oh, Frost, you look so tired. Rough night?" Vica immediately asked.

"I guess you could say that. Do you know somewhere where we can meet without being overheard?"

She didn't seem the least bit startled by my request. "My farm. If we leave now, we can get there and back before class." We all stood up, and left the hall, breakfast forgotten. After the short ride to Vica's farm, which was all alone in the middle of a tiny dip in the mountains, we settled on some benches. I told my story, all of it. They listened patiently, and didn't interrupt, until Oakheart started nudging me, feeling my distress. We had all ridden Nesa to get here, with Oakheart following, so now they finally could appreciate his size. Next to Nesa, it was easy to see the difference- he was a little less than 10 feet longer. I looked up at the dragons, then over at my friends.

"So, that's everything. Headmaster said to tell no one, but I couldn't lie to either of you. I wanted you to know the full truth."

"I'm glad you felt you could trust us." Asgardnia said, absently petting Loki, who was standing next to her. "I promise not to betray that trust."

"Also, Frost, just because it was the Headmaster's idea doesn't mean that Arlan didn't want to do it. The whole getting out of work for you was to keep it secret. I could imagine him getting carried away, and being more dramatic than he needed to be, and not meaning any of it personally." I had told them everything- even about Arlan.

"It doesn't matter. I don't plan on asking Arlan for help again. I no longer need to worry about Oakheart, so I will be able to make it from here." They stayed silent, and I could tell they were slightly disappointed in my response. Before we took off, Vica gave me a quick 'flight 101' lesson, so that I could return on Oakheart.

"Alright, class. Today you will be leaving your bunkhouses." A resounding cheer went up, as all the first-years relished the thought of leaving the tiny, cramped boxes for good. "You each will be given a small farm, and will be required to care for it. Also, it will provide you with not only experience, but extra food as well, so I would take good care of it, if I were you. Most areas are split into multiples, so you will have neighbors, often of other years. If you have questions, ask them, or me." Phlegma finished up her whole 'responsibility' speech, and then took us each to our new farms in turn. Some were up north, in the valleys among the mountains on the island, while others were on small seastack islands sprinkled throughout the caldera. After dropping Yarlo, Gunnar, and few others off on some of the seastack farms, we headed north, past the main part of the school. Heading deeper into the mountains, it looked like it was sprinkled with tiny villages, with cobbled paths, and fenced yards with little houses. Asgardnia was placed in one of the little farming village areas, with a few neighbors sharing the valley, including Boulder, and two vikings already in residence: a second-year girl, and a third year boy. I would have loved to be part of it. Slowly, the group dropped off until it was just me. Everyone else was being helped to settle in by their older resident vikings. While they were in one of the several different 'villages' sprinkled through the mountains, we were headed to the one lake. As we landed on the island, I looked around. It seemed pretty private, with most of it forested. I looked over my new home. It was well-kept, with areas already fenced and marked out. All it needed was plants and animals. I immediately took a liking to it.

"I love it! Thanks, Phlegma." I smiled at her.

"Don't thank me, thank the Headmaster. He picked this one for you, special order." She gave a wink, to indicate that the Headmaster didn't usually intervene in her choice of placement. I looked over at the single stone path that led from my front gate to a stone well, and then off through some more trees. "You've only got one neighbor, but he's a third-year, so you should be fine." I nodded, smiling up at her. She waved down at me as she flew away on her Gronkle, off to check on the others to see how they were settling in.

Once we were alone, I looked up at Oakheart. "Well, boy, should we go check out our new accommodations?" Without waiting to see if he would answer, I walked in through the gate. The house was a cute cottage, with a bathroom, bedroom, and kitchen/main room. It wasn't huge, but still a major step up from the bunkhouses. Behind it a little ways was a dragon stable, which Oakheart quickly settled into, falling asleep. "Well, at least I know you like it here too." I told myself under my breath. I looked over the chicken coop, bunny hutch, turkey perches, yak pen, and sheep pens, all empty. They looked strong, and fresh built. The garden, across from the house, to the other side of the gate, looked freshly tilled, and ready for planting. A small shed had various seeds, animal feeds, and tools inside, neatly stacked. Really, looking around, this whole place seemed to scream of being freshly cleaned, and newly built. When Phlegma had said that the Headmaster had had it "special ordered", did she mean entirely built from scratch? Now curious to see who I was sharing this special place with, I walked down the path past the well.

The farm quickly came into view, and was a mirror image of mine, except for one thing: This one was full of life. Various animals went about their business, a windmill turned, and the windows in the cottage stood open. The door to the dragon stable was open as well, and I could just see the tip of a spiky Nadder tail poking out. I could faintly hear a voice grumbling in the full-to-bursting garden, and I leaned on the fence to try to see who it was. Finally, unable to see anything more than some untidy ginger hair, I called out to the figure kneeling in the dirt, pulling weeds. "Hello, over there! I'm your new neighbor!" I cheerfully called out. The figure startled some, obviously being caught unawares. As they stood up, my face became a mask of shock. "No, no, you can't be my neighbor!"
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**Chapter 14: A Special-Order Apology**

I was frozen; glued to the fence. I couldn't speak more than that first outburst. He blinked at me, his face going from frustrated and grumpy and smoothing out to something akin to mild surprise. "Frostfire?"

My mind had stopped functioning. It had shorted out from the surprise again. It was completely empty of any thought save one: _Thor almighty, how could the gods hate me so much!?_ My face was obviously still frozen in the mask of shock and hurt. His face unreadable, he started slowly approaching, moving like he was trying to get close to a deer. My brain snapped back to focus. Like said deer, I turned and bolted, hightailing it down the path. I faintly heard Arlan call out behind me, but I was too far gone to hear, or to care.

I kept running, past the well, through the gate, and into the stable, where I cannoned onto Oakheart. I clung there, hugging his warm neck, and started sobbing. It wasn't that I was sad. I was just so full up of storming emotions that they had to find a way out. Oakheart wrapped around me, gently cradling me, and started humming. Hot, angry tears splashed onto his neck, quickly drying on his smooth green scales. This day had been too much! I had felt more in one day than most should have to deal with in a week:

Worry over Arlan and Oakheart. Surprise over Yarlo being an outcast. Pain from the fight. Fear from the dragon roar. Immense sadness over losing my dragon manual. Fear of the sudden appearance of Oakheart fully grown. Despair knowing my book was gone for good. Uncertainty towards my own dragon. Happiness to be with him again. Guilt over being discovered. Embarrassment that everyone saw it. Shock at the Headmaster knowing. Dejection at finding out Arlan was only acting. Anger that my friends didn't agree or understand me. Thrill from flying for the first time with Oakheart. Curiosity and contentedness towards my little farm. And finally shock and betrayal over seeing Arlan's my neighbor.

All of this was too much for one person to handle. So, I did the one sensible thing: I cried all the emotions out. Eventually, I was left with nothing left to cry, and I just snuffled, protected by Oakheart's large form. It was already dark, and I was drained- emotionally and physically. I laid down in the soft straw of Oakheart's stable, lying next to his chest. His head and tail formed a protective loop around me, and his wing extended over me like a warm, green, living tent.

My classes resumed their normal schedule the next day, so I had an easy excuse for not seeing Arlan. I spent the day trying to bury myself in my studies. Yesterday was over. I wouldn't think on it again. I wouldn't worry about any of what happened, or what people had said or done. My plan was to just focus on my schoolwork, and get back into a normal routine. I guess a little good came of that day, though. Yarlo didn't come over to tease me anymore. He would simply glare at me from afar, or sometimes sneer. But he never got too close to the enormous Nightmare that he knew could have easily killed him that night.

Days flew past. I grew calmer, and much happier. Gunnar avoided me. Yarlo avoided me. Arlan avoided me. I started to relax as all the bullies, both physical and emotional, left me alone, and I stopped worrying about either another fight with Yarlo, or another awkward run-in with Arlan. My garden slowly started building up, filling with little green shoots.

I sat weeding my small patch of earth; nearly a week and a half had passed in the flap of a dragon's wing. Oakheart was sunning himself on top of the stables, and I was dealing with some small, thorny weeds coming up among my cabbages. I was focusing on pulling them without getting a handful of spines when I was startled to hear wing beats. I shaded my eyes, looking up. There, in the sky, was a scarlet and gold Nadder. She landed gracefully by the gate, and her rider dismounted.

"Arlan." I nodded at him, frowning as I still pulled weeds. I was willing to talk to him, but it was strictly as a polite conversation, not anything more.

"Frostfire, I.." he looked to be struggling for words, a strange occurrence for the boy who usually was so good with acting and improv. He took a breath, seeming to be gathering his thoughts. "I wanted to apologize for my behavior. I shouldn't have just gotten so wrapped up in the theatrics." He gave a small sigh. "I should have been straight with you. You were the one person I felt comfortable just being me around, instead of the high-expectations popular kid. You.." He seemed to be fishing for words again. I gave a glance up. He face showed an actual emotion that didn't seem to be a front or buried. I saw sadness in his face. Sadness that I wasn't even willing to look at him. "You were one of the few people who didn't judge, or swarm me. You just accepted me as another person. You're so down to earth, and it grounded me a little." I kept looking as he talked, and noticed that it wasn't only sadness. Was it.. fear? And then I placed the expression. He was afraid that I wouldn't forgive him. "So, I- I want to apologize. I liked having you as my friend, and I was thrilled when the Headmaster agreed to have you be my neighbor." He looked over at our place. "Me and Flare... we built this whole place ourselves. We originally picked the island to be alone.. and you only wanted the same thing." My mind spun. Arlan had built my farm? He had wanted me to be on the island here with him? He had understood me enough to know what I wanted? My head started to feel off balance from so many questions. Arlan continued on. "And, I know that I hurt you. I betrayed your trust. I knew I had done wrong the moment I saw your face at the Headmaster's."

I felt a stab of anger. "So, why didn't you apologize then? Why didn't you explain then?" I said the words with a bit of bitterness behind them.

"I wanted to. I so wanted to. You wouldn't even look at me. And I couldn't interrupt the Headmaster. I wanted to follow you after you ran out, but the Headmaster started chewing me out for falling asleep the moment you left." He looked around, pausing. "And then, I get back to my farm, only to see you standing at my fence." He looked at my face, which now was watching his whole speech. "I followed you, but I stopped when I heard you crying in there with Oakheart." He looked down, and a saw his frame sag slightly. "I knew how much I'd done wrong. I knew I couldn't just come waltzing back up, with my charming act, and say a quick apology. I had to do something, that at least would make you understand.." He looked back up at me. "Make you understand that I really want to fix what friendship we have left." He walked over to Flare, and pulled a small green cloth bundle out of her saddle bags. I stood up, watching him. He slowly walked through my gate, watching me with that deer-about-to-bolt look again. He stared into my eyes. "Please, know with my whole heart I am sorry that I hurt you. Please.." he pressed the bundle into my arms, ".. forgive me."

Without opening the bundle, I looked into his eyes. I was still feeling wary, even after all he had said. "I will never forget, but I am willing to forgive."

"...I understand." He nodded, some resignation in his voice. "I guess I shouldn't just have expected you to go leaping into my arms, instantly happy again." He gave a wry smile. "That's what I had liked about you in the first place." He walked back out the gate, and climbed up onto Flare. "I know it will never be the same, but I hope that that can at least take away some of the sadness." He patted Flare's head, and they took off, heading back to his own farm.

I looked down at the rectangular bundle. I gently undid the knot, and pulled off the string, letting the cloth fall to the ground. Sitting in my hands was a book, with a soft new leather cover, the insignia of a dragon on the front. I stroked it, almost wondering if this was too good to be true. I flipped the pages, smelling the new ink and paper. I glided over the pictures, going all the way to the end. There. It was all there- Grapplewings, Deceptibites, Raptortongues- all the species that I had written about. All of my old book of dragons, meticulously copied. And there, on the inside cover: "I found your book stuck in a cleft on one of the sea stacks. This may not be it, but I spent the past week copying everything from it. I hope that this can make up for your old one being destroyed by the ocean. - A.E."
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I sat, laughing at Arlan's comical impression of a gronckle he had raced earlier that morning. Vica and Asgardnia laughed right along with me, and we were all in a carefree, jovial mood. We sat at the far end of one of the long tables in the Great Hall, eating our breakfast before class started for the day. There was happy chatter throughout the hall as all the students were getting ready. Things had been peaceful for quite a while now: Yarlo and Gunnar still stayed away, the heat about Oakheart's growth was gone, and the discord between Arlan and me was over. After his stunning gift of a completely renewed copy of my Dragon Manual, I had started trying to be more forgiving. And of course, give Arlan an inch and he'll take a league. His witty and charming personality had quickly crushed my wary armor to pieces. And there was the fact that he was a bit more open with me. I had found that he didn't always act like the popular entertainment as often around me. Now, he sometimes was.. more serious, I guess? He'd at least tone down the act part of it. Though I admit, not all of his humor was an act. There was quite a bit that was just his natural personality, but that at least was under control.

As the random conversations continued, a loud _bong_ rang throughout the hall. Silence fell instantly, and everyone looked up at the throne at the head of the room, where the Headmaster now stood. "Good, it looks like everyone is here!" He boomed is his cheerful voice. "Now, I have an important announcement to make.."

"Ooh, this is going to be so good!" I heard Vica whisper under her breath. I gave her a sideways glance, but she just gave me a mischievous grin. I turned back to the headmaster.

"In a month's time, Berk will be holding the annual Thor's Day Thursday Festivities. As you know, life has changed much since dragons became our allies, and this festival is no exception. For those not native to our fair island, this day is a chance to prove yourself; to show your skill. All students will be allowed to participate in the events. These include Armed Battle, Dragon Fights, Fire Target Shoots, Obstacle Courses, Speed Races, Trick Flights, and many other non-dragon events.. and the ever popular... Dragon Racing." The silence hung in the air so thick that Loki could cut it with his knife. The headmaster glanced slowly around the hall. "I know many of you will bring great honor to our hall, and will want to train hard. But there is one rule in joining... You must be part of a clan."

A sudden clamor broke out around the hall as new students started asking and worrying about what that meant. I locked eyes with Asgardnia. It seemed she had just as little idea as I did. Vica was cool and laid back. "Ah, no big deal. You join a clan, and then you win points. The contenders earn points from what place they get, and then those points are added together. The clan with the most points wins a special prize each year, given out by the Headmaster." She seemed wholly unconcerned, leaning back against the wall. Well, why should she be? This is her second year. She probably is already part of a clan...

Then Arlan voiced my thoughts before I could pop the question. "Vica, no bragging. Just because you're already in a clan doesn't mean you need to just keep talking about it in front of Frostfire and Asgardnia." He looked over at the pair of us. "All the clans they are talking about are student-made and run. Some clans are huge, and others are a lot smaller. But there is always a limit to the number a clan can have. Vica thinks she is great because she is in one of the larger clans." He looked over at her.

She childishly stuck her tongue out at him, annoyed by his carping. "I'm a member of the Dragon Racers. As the name says, we focus mainly on the racing events."

I looked over at Arlan. "Which clan are you part of?"

His face got a wide smile, and pride shown through. "I'm the leader of a medium-sized group named the Firebolts. We work mainly on obstacle courses and trick flights. It's great. Large groups think they've always got the better chances, but small ones are often just as likely to win. Big groups need to keep track of members, while littler ones often spend a lot of time together, and really get to know each other personally. So, there's benefits to both."

"Cool. A leader, huh?" I grinned. "Sounds like you've got a lot of pressure on you." He shrugged.

"Everyone wants to do their best."

As people started learning from their peers, the Headmaster looked on. This was a promising bunch. He finally waved his hand for silence. "Alright, now, to join a current clan, there must still be room in that clan's roster, and the leader or an elder must add you in. Any new clans must be made with Phlegma, who will be found in the post office in the evenings for the next two weeks. If you don't care who joins in, and simply want people, post a notice in the post office. After those two weeks, the finalized clan rosters will be posted on the announcement board here in the Great Hall." As the hall finally fell to silence again, he reached back behind the throne, pulling out a magnificent gold and aqua colored saddle. It was obviously quite expensive. "This is a sneak peak of the prize this year, as some encouragement. The winning clan gets a saddle for each of it's members." He gave a final smile, most likely wishing us good luck, but no one heard it above the excited hoots and hollars of the teen vikings.

Soon after, everyone had to go to their classes, but you could tell no one's heart was in it. Their minds were on clans, and prizes, and competition! So, the day flew. After my final class, basic flying (everyone had finally reached broadwing stage in the past couple of weeks), I flew over to the Great Hall. I peered up at the notice board, looking over the list of current clans._ Dragon Racers, Berk Academy, Snow Leopards, Flame Wings, Phantom Lords..._ all the big clans were at the top, their number of members listed beside them. I slowly read down the list as the clans got smaller. _Sky Wanderers, Firebolts_... the list was quite extensive. _And to think even more will be added by the time two weeks is up._ I wasn't quite sure what I was going to do. I was thinking I like the idea of a smaller clan, like Arlan's. I would have actually joined his, but it was already full. "I'll save any spots that happen to open up for you, though." He had promised me.

I left, and then hopped on Oakheart, deciding a flight around the caldera might help me think it over more thoroughly. I saw my old roommate, Boulder, standing up on the top of the waterfall with his nighmare, Flash Fang. We landed, and I gave him a smile. "Hey, long time no see."

The cocky fifteen year old grinned right back. "Yeah. You excited for the competition?"

I shrugged. "I would need a clan first."

He tried to supress his mirth. "Guess what, I've got a clan! It's one of the bigger ones called Fire Ball Dragons for Everyone. It's a funny name, but they are really serious about what they do. We mostly go for fireball shooting and other target contests."

His attitude was quickly catching. "Ah cool! Great for you! I still have no idea what I'm doing yet. There are lots of clans, and even more to come. So, I think I'm going to wait a while, and see what comes up." I winked, and then flew off, letting him enjoy his victory. After circling a few times, I felt some heat whiz by my head. Looking over my shoulder, I spotted a bright teal and pink nadder on my tail. "Oakheart, dive!" And we tucked in our wings, and fell almost straight down, towards the ocean. Just above the waves, we zoomed out, threading between the seastacks. We came up on the other side of the school, but the nadder was hot on our heals. We executed a tight turn, and fired right back. A laugh rang out. And the competition was on! This quickly turned into a combination hide-and-seek and tag game, chasing each other through the school. I have to admit, it was a ton of fun! After an hour or so, we landed on one of the beaches, where I finally got a good look at my opponent.

"Hey. Thought I wouldn't ever get a chance to talk to you." The red-headed viking gave me a friendly smile, still breathing a little heavy from the complex flight maneuvers.

He looked very familiar... I just couldn't place it... He saw my look. A wry smile touched his lips. "Don't remember me, huh? Well, I guess you've had a little more trouble with your egg than I had with mine..."

And it hit me. "Kellelen! The boy from the hatchery!" I burst out. I quickly looked over the nadder. Yup. It was the same bright teal as the egg I rescued from Yarlo.

He grinned in pleasure at my remembering. "Yeah. And this is Cherie." He batted his dragon's side, causing her to let out a happy waft of steam. "Who's your guy? I heard you've been having a lot of trouble cause of him."

"Oakheart. And yes, it was a lot of trouble, but things are better now. So, how are you? Have things been better since the hatchery?"

He nodded. "Yeah. Things were fine. She's not any trouble. So, I wanted to thank you again. Also.." he cocked his head slightly. "If you aren't already recruited, I'd like to invite you into my clan. I just made it today, and it's called the Kellels."

I pursed my lips. "It sounds great, but I really don't know. I want to keep my options open for now, and see what comes along." I saw his face fill with acceptance. "I'm sorry, please don't be mad, but I just don't want to commit to anything the first day."

He nodded in understanding. "It's alright. There's two weeks to choose. But if you're interested, sign up's in the Post Office." So, with a final wave, he flew off, looking for more people to invite. I sat on the sand with Oakheart, wondering about my possibilities.

So, what clan will I have?
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"Alright, Dearie, that finishes the registration." Phlegma smiled a cheerful smile at me as I hung my new team banner on the Post Office's message board.

"Thanks, Phlegma." I smiled back, and then went to hang my team plaque on the wall in the great hall, along with all the other new clans. It had been about a week since registration started, and I had received no other offers of a clan. I wasn't quite sure why not... I had heard that Kelellen's clan was doing good, though, and was happy for him. Asgardnia had somehow managed to amass a quickly growing group called Loki's Army. It was already up to twenty, and many were vying for more spots, even though they weren't taking in any more at the moment. It quickly started to seem that those without a clan were in the minority. Even Yarlo had managed to find a clan! He had managed to claim a spot among The Phantom Lords.

So, I had decided to try my luck at forming a clan. I eventually decided on The Windwalkers, which was the name of a little-known stoker class dragon that could fly for extremely long periods of time. Thus, it was often never seen by vikings. I left it at a basic 10 members, and decided that if it took off, I would grow the clan. With Phlegma's help, organizing it had been easy, and the banner had been made: a black dragon on a sky blue flame, on a black background.

I flew with Oakheart over to my farm, wanting to work on some more practice. I had decided that we would work mainly on training, fighting, and obstacle courses, as they were the few that we were good at. With training, I had to be able to get Oakheart to carry out various tasks with only simple commands. This wasn't a problem as we were quite in tune. Obstacle courses were simply for fun, as we loved trying to thread between trees and seastacks at high speed. Finally, dragon fighting.

This was a more dangerous sport, as the name implied. Two trainers and their dragons would go in a head-to-head aerial combat match, and see who could force the other to land first. Mostly this involved acrobatics more than actual blows, but it was risky all the same. I looked over at my dragon. He was a good seven feet longer than the average Nightmare, and a good three feet taller. With his protective nature, and larger size, he was the poster child for dragon combat.

We landed at the crossroads between our farms, landing next to the well. _Aaaaah._ I sighed internally. It always felt relaxing to just come out here, and know that no one was watching me, or going to bother me. I really did appreciate that Arlan had worked so hard to give me a farm that I actually felt at home at. We both walked down the path towards our farm, but halfway there, we made a right, going into the woods that surrounded our farms. Following an old deer trail, we wound between the trees silently, until we came upon our destination: a small valley. Most would think this place wild, but to a practiced eye, the twisted tree limbs, stacks of boulders, and various natural elements took on an unnatural placement. The truth was, Oakheart and I had been using these pieces of debris to make a mock obstacle course, as well as practice our training commands. I quickly snapped my fingers above my head, getting my dragon's attention. His eyes narrowed in concentration. He knew the drill.

"Cannon!" I called. Immediately, he broke into a fast lumbering gait, heading straight for an old rotten tree trunk. As he was just at it, I immediately called out, "Surge." He sprung straight up like a cat, and I quickly continued with "Stay", causing him to hover over the old trunk, watching me closely. I let him hover a minute while I thought what to do next. I always mixed up the order of the various commands so that he wouldn't always be doing the same pattern. "Sky" was what I finally decided on, letting him climb higher and higher. As he grew more distant above me, I finally called out, "Rush!" as loud as I could so that he heard me the hundreds of feet below him. He immediately came into a steep dive, wings closed, and plummeted towards the ground. I let the distance fall away, and finally finished with "Flare". This was a highly impressive, and self-made move that was made of several commands at once. He opened his wings, and pulled out of his dive, stretching out his legs to land gracefully on the old tree trunk. I grinned up at him, and reached a hand out to pat his dangling tail. "Good job, boy!" I called out. He sat there, humming and giving his dragon smile. I finally released him from command training with a call of "Fin." As he climbed down beside me, I rubbed his snout. "Ready to work on some obstacle course training?"

"How about some combat instead?" I started, and spun around to face the intruder on my private training ground. The newcomer grinned at my narrowed eyes, providing no other explanation than, "Arlan said I would find you here."

"And who is he to be giving away the location of my private training grounds?" I mentally decided to have a little talk with Arlan about this later.

"Well, I do believe that he mentioned that this is your _clan_ training grounds." she said in a slightly smug voice. My eyes widened. "Collera of Drakken, at your service, Chief." she made a mock bow. I looked her over again, this time with appraising eyes. Her hair was pink, most likely dyed by some sort of plant extract, as well as her eyes. How her eyes were pink, I really didn't fathom. She was lean and well-muscled, with that glimmer of determination in her eyes. "This is Hooky." I looked up at her purple and black nightmare. He seemed well poised, and was being respectful of Oakheart.

"Alright, I'll by it." I finally said. "Welcome to The Windwalkers. What ever made you want to join me?"

She gestured at my dragon, who was watching her carefully. "Him. He is one of the biggest dragons at the school, possibly the biggest. He's also well known for being fierce, as that story about him attacking Yarlo is a pretty popular one. So, I figured he would have an advantage. Besides..." she shrugged her shoulders in a look of questioning, "...no one else would take me. I figured if I was going to join a nobody clan with no members, it may as well be one with an advantage."

I dipped my head. "Fair enough." She looked around at our makeshift training grounds.

"So, what are we working on? I know that your clan description said that competition preference was dragon fighting, obstacle courses, and training."

I tried to think how I should act. I was a leader now. _But a leader of what?_ a little voice in me seemed to say. _Of one person? _ Thinking that it was right, I decided to just stick with friendship for the moment. "Um.. I think that combat is the best choice, as we now are able to train in it, as there are two of us." So, we each mounted our nightmares, and ascended to the common fighting altitude: 300 feet. "First to the ground loses!" I called. Even from this distance I could see her rolled eyes.

We each started at the same time, rocketing towards each other. At the moment of impact, Oakheart executed a neat roll, gently rubbing his claws along Hooky's side, while dodging his fangs. They quickly spun, and came up on our tail, letting out a burst of fire right next to Oakheart's tail. We dove, not wanting to get singed, and they came directly over us, claws outstretched. I quickly realized my mistake, and we flew up and off to the right. We stopped, facing each other again. _I'm really glad the point of training is practice, and not actual damage. That last one would have really hurt Oakheart's ruddering._ In training, you never wanted to do any damage, thus only gentle touches and near-misses were often signs of a good fighter. You needed control to be able to fight effectively.

I dove under the other dragon, and they once again stretched out their talons to scratch our wings. Just as we reached them, we flipped upside down, locking talons, and then using the force to carry us through the motion. Now, Oakheart was perpendicular to the ground, and diving fast, while Hooky was trapped, and being pulled down like a flailing turkey. He beat his wings frantically as our weight carried him down. At 100 feet, we released them, zooming off around the edge of the valley. After another fifteen minutes of fighting, I finally managed to force her to ground. "Good fight. You definitely have skill." I panted, still exhilarated from the victory and intense flying.

"And you're not bad yourself." She sounded just as winded. She looked to be truly smiling now, not just grinning smugly. "It seems that with a little work, we may have a pretty formidable team."

I gave half a smile at the thought. "Yeah. Now we just need a few more members." We both laughed, still giddy. "Oh, and one more thing." She cocked her eyebrow in question. "How's your command training?"

As the sun started to set, you would have been gratified to see four shapes, then six, and finally eight shapes smoothly calling and receiving as they trained together in the growing darkness.
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I stood at the end of the obstacle course, a minute sand timer in my hands. Peering down towards the beginning of the track, I saw the bright aqua and white form of a nadder waiting for the command. I lifted my arm, and I could feel Oakheart tense behind me. I counted my breaths, steadying my nerves. _one, two, three-_ and on three I dropped my arm, and Oakheart roared with an ear-numbing decibel of sound. Just a moment after, I flipped the sand timer as the rider and dragon bolted down the course.

Starting from the ground, he ran down the start of the path, leaping and taking flight over the breadth of a quagmire. He immediately banked right, going sideways between two upright logs, followed by a full belly-up spin to stay above a jutting rock. Straightening up, he dove down, folding his wings momentarily to make it through a gap between two trees close to the ground, then flaring them out again to gain altitude. I watched in gleeful anticipation as they worked through the various obstacles, performing banking rolls, high-speed dives and turns that would make a gronckle jealous. After the final flair of performing an upside-down turn to both avoid an obstacle below and to the side, they dove to a quick landing on the marker next to me. I immediately marked the glass of the timer.

"Yeah, Lilo! That's your best time yet!" I grinned at my new teammate, who leapt off the nadder.

"Yeah? What did I get?" The diminutive copper-blond girl smiled as I held up the timer for her to see. "Really?! A whole minute shorter!? Yes! You hear that, Bandit?!" The nadder flexed his spines happily, nuzzling his rider and looking ready to try to beat that score immediately.

"That's all fine and dandy, Lilo, but may I remind you who still holds the record for our team?" Mik came up on his own nadder, teasing his fellow rider. She simply stuck her tongue out at the only male member of group.

"Yo, Junior!" I heard Collera call from above. "Who beat you in combat?" Mik blushed, but quickly tried to hide it.

"Just you wait, Collera. I'll beat you yet." I leaned on Oakheart, contentedly watching my team squabble like the comrades we were. While Collera had been the first to join my clan, Mik Jr (called either Mik or Junior) had joined later that day, and Lilo had joined the next. I was pretty happy, as this meant we had a prett good group for the competition. Though you only needed one, it was usually looked down on for having less than at least four. We had been practicing daily for the past week, learning our strengths and weaknesses, and challenging each other. We were quickly gaining experience and always pushing each other to do better, which caused our team to quickly build skills in our areas. At the moment, I held our group record for combat, Mik was the fastest obstacle course flyer, and Lilo was the best trainer. Collera had a more diverse skill set, being quite good in all three, but not the best at any of them.

"Bandit" Lilo called. "ber and canon" She said the words with a wry smile on her lips, and her dragon immedietly leapt to attention, chasing after Mik and his dragon Spayk while breathing fire.

I rolled my eyes slightly. "Ha ha. Fire and run. Now please call him off." I said without looking up from my training logbook, entering her new top time.

"Oh, alright." She called louder so that the retreating form could hear her call of "fin and ret"- stop and return.

We decided on training our dragons in code. This allowed us to be able to easily call out without letting our opponents know what we were about to do. This edge would hopefully make up for the small size of our team, and put us a little higher in the rankings when the day was done. After all, when you were calling out the same commands as the rider next to you, what is to stop your dragon from accidentally listening to them instead of you? If you train them on original commands, there is no chance for confusion between you and your partner. Then, there was the combat benefit. Most moves were able to simply be felt, and didn't need to be spoken, but some more complex moves needed a command word. If you call out "sprinty" in the middle of a fight, no one will know what you are saying... no one, that is, except for your dragon.

"Alright everyone. I think that concludes today's meeting. We all know the various commands, and are clear on group fight routines. As for combat and obstacle courses, we all learned the various moves to use for the situations you should encounter. So... I think we're ready." This was as close as I got to being leader-y with my clan. We were pretty informal, and were starting to feel more like a group of close friends than anything else.

My team assembled in a rough semi-circle, and they all looked at me in silence. I could feel my palms start to grow slick, even though I knew and trusted my group. I wasn't a good speech giver. "I know we are small, but we have trained well. I don't think we'll win the over-all awards, but we can sure give our all for the individual awards, and small group awards. Whatever happens, I'm glad that we got to do this, and I hope that we all enjoy ourselves. This contest to me is more about the work and the fun of making friends than about the actual winning." I stopped, and swallowed slightly. What I wouldn't give for a sip of water! "I hope you all feel the same. No matter what happens on Berk, we trained our all for this, and that can't be changed. So, I am proud of all of you, and so thankful that I have you all here to do this with me." I stopped, feeling that there wasn't really anything else to say.

"Well, I know that I speak for both me and Hooky when I say that I have had a really great time here, and even if I lose everything, I hope that we can come back here and train again." Hooky gave a low growl, underlining Collera's statement.

"Spayk and I will be back, if only to keep up our score so that Lilo here doesn't get any funny ideas." Mik said, mussing her hair up.

"And I'll be back to sick Bandit on him with more mysterious commands..." her threat tinged with mockery hung in the air, until we all burst out laughing. It was a good end to the day.

"Well, I guess that settles it. Go home, get some sleep, and pack up. Because tomorrow, we leave for Berk, and the Thor's Day Thursday Competition."

The next day, we all gathered in the square at the center of the school, causing a loud and uproarious chaos tempered with the shouts of clan leaders looking for teammates, dragon squawks and growls, and just the various challenges and rivalry. With a loud bugle blast from the top of the school, the crowd grew silent. "Now I want to remind you all to be on your best behaviour. While on the mainland, you represent this school. I do not want to hear that you are sullying our good name." He gave a meaningful glare at the twins, who just sat whistling innocently from the front of the crowd. "For one week, we shall be on Berk, and there is an area set aside for our use. While there, it shall be your homebase, and you will be divided by clan. There will be many sights and events not usually available except during this large festival. So, please, enjoy yourselves. Just remember, that the same rules apply in Berk that do here. The same consequences are in play. So, temper your revelry with wisdom." He set his gaze over the crowd, letting this sink in. "Now, with the next blast, we fly!" The Headmaster pulled out the bugle, and gave the loud, brassy note. In synchronization, thousands of dragon wings beat the air, and the large flock took to the skies, flying on towards their anticipation.

The headmaster watched the group fly off. He would not be accompanying them this time. No, he was needed more here. He trusted Phlegma. She would be his eyes and ears around the temporary camp, and would do the same as he would. He was fine with giving them a send-off speech and warning, but he was needed here...
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**Chapter 18: Dressed for Success**

My small group flew up high in the cloud of soaring beasts. Overlooked, we were left mostly alone as the Vikings flew with their own clans. We would look down over the other groups, some looking like a swarm of bees they were so vast, others only around our size, or smaller. With the wind unabated by the high caldera walls, or tempered by forest, I truly had a sense of freedom that I hadn't felt since coming to the school.

"...And with a final great heave, Ladro the Mighty pulled the ship onto the beach. The shore-bound warriors soon finished off the opposing pirates, stopping the month-long siege of Noonday Bay. The sagas of Ladro the Mighty became legend, reminding us that even in the greatest peril and circumstances, the sea of fate can change power to weakness, and weakness to strength." We all gave a small cheer over Mik Jr's great storytelling, and his appropriate choice of morals accompanying it.

This extended journey was turning out to be a great way to learn more about each other, and where we all came from. Following Phlegma, we didn't worry about getting lost, so we passed the time playing games of mid-air catch, or telling stories or songs. Mik Jr turned out to have memorized many stories from his homeland of Drakken. They were famous for great warriors and sailors, surviving in harsh Arctic weather. Apparently Lilo, also from Drakken, had already been at the school for a year, but she hadn't joined a clan the previous year. "Too pompous for my taste" had been her only words on the subject. Then there was my original clanmate, Collera. Being from Mivlen, she was used to warmer weather than what Berk usually experienced. It was to our south, and a little west, populated with such species as timberjacks, snaptrappers, and changewings. She also had a lovely singing voice, leading us in various songs as we rode the eddies of wind.

"Land ho!" came a shout from the front most riders, quickly echoing back through the ranks, until a mighty shout poured forth. "Land ho!" We all started to play and gambol about as the excitement charged the air like electricity. We all carved arcs and dives as we drew in for landings on the cliffs of Berk.

"Welcome, dragon trainers! We are glad to have you here with us for this joyous celebration. I wish you all good luck and happy competing over the next week. Please, for today, take time to enjoy and explore the area. Tomorrow, the competitions start. May the gods watch over you." The proud visage of Stoick greeted our arrival. Phlegma quickly took over, directing us towards the camp grounds.

The normally open, grassy bluffs that were between the northern part of the village and the forest were packed with tents of every size and color. "Each tent symbolizes a clan. They are both the proper color and size to match each. Your crest will also be on the door flap. I suggest settling in, and then enjoying the commodities the village has to offer. If you need me, I will be staying in the small gray tent at the center of the campground." With her explanation, Phlegma and her gronckle trotted off up one of the paths into the city of cloth.

Fifteen minutes later, my clanmates and I were stowing our bags beneath our hammocks, chatting happily. Lilo had spotted the pennant from a distance, the black dragon on it's blue flame flapping cheerfully in the breeze above our black and blue striped circus-style tent. Some of the larger ones we had passed looked like the great hall or bigger, while ours was a very modest box.

"Hey, guys, check this out!" We all turned to Mik's excited tone. "Clan gear!" He was crouched in front of a small chest that was sitting at the base of one of the support poles. "Bracers, flags, warpaint…" I looked over his shoulder at the various items inside. My eyes were instantly drawn to the leather bracers, embossed with our clan crest. I pulled a pair out, slipping them onto my arms. The rest of the clan followed suit. "I guess these are so that you can easily tell what clan someone is in." He seemed correct, so we just nodded.

"Now that my stuff is here, I'm going to go check out some of those vendors that we saw at the market earlier."

"I'm gonna go find the blacksmith. Maybe he can make me a pendant or something."

"I'm going flying. I bet the sights are amazing."

Each of my teammates went off, eager to enjoy their day of freedom. I took one final paw through the chest, smiling fondly when I found clan-themed competition clothes. I pulled out one of the shirts, feeling the smooth material. It had padding built into the shoulders, and on the sides and chest, to protect from hard knocks, and rubbing dragon scales. The crest shone merrily on the back, settled in between the words of my name. "I guess this is so that any crowd member could easily identify the competitor." I quickly slipped it on, and kept looking. There were matching padded pants, and slim, sturdy boots. "These all feel like they're designed for speed. They're protective, but still so lightweight." I rubbed my hand over the material, still in a daze that the school- or possibly Berk- had provided so many treasures. With a sudden grin, I pulled on all the competition clothes. The fit was perfect, hugging my form to prevent drag or a grip for opponents. It made me feel official and confident. I gently closed the lid on the chest, and walked out.

Trotting in between the various stalls, I looked around for something to grab my fancy. Oakheart followed close behind me, not wanting to let me out of his sight. I looked over various stalls, eventually purchasing a fruit, and slowly eating the juicy, exotic flesh as I walked along. I know that Berk was still a sight I was unaccustomed to, but it looked even more amazing decked out with banners, bright signs, and of course, the dragons! Everyone was decorating for Thor's Day Thursday, and quite a few were hanging out banners in support of their favorite school clans.

In the market square, there were performers doing tricks of magic and physical dexterity. Mesmerized, I stopped to watch an older boy who was performing a fire-eating act under the gaze of a stern-looking typhoomerang. He would put flaming sticks in his mouth, taking them out to blow a huge breath of fire into the air. Then the typhoomerang would stir its wings, creating beautiful patterns in the air. I flipped him a coin as he took his final bow. As he started to collect the gold on the ground, I noticed his clothes. They matched mine, being made of the same black leather, except for the back. The crest was similar, being a black dragon surrounded by flames, except the flames were a deep red. Across his shoulders in red were the words "CJ the Clumsy", and under the crest was printed "Crazy Dragonborns".

"So, you're competing in Thor's Day Thursday too?" I asked, looking at the daunting dragon standing over him.

"Yeah. Bertha and I are going to be shooting fire targets and battling dragon fights." He stood up with his gaze on me, and Oakheart with his head over my shoulder.

"Obstacle courses, training, and dragon fights. Though..." I hesitated, unsure what to say without being rude.

"Though what? You afraid of losing?" He crossed his arms, nodding his head towards the towering orange mountain behind him.

"No way! I was just wondering how you are allowed to use a dragon other than the one you train at school for the competition."

"Ah. That. Well, the school does allow Vikings who already have a dragon to bring it to the school when they are chosen, instead of getting a new one… if they so wish. Bertha was just a short wing, but I was already committed to her. So, when I was told I had been accepted as the student from The Grims, I decided that Bertha was coming with me."

Then I remembered back when I was chosen: Hiccup had said that I could bring Glowworm, but I had declined. I snapped out of my reverie.

"You know, I'm not the only one. Not at the school; not even in my grade."

"Really?" I was surprised. You would have thought that I would have seen these dragons around more, considering that they stood out like a fly in the yaknog.

"Come on, I'll show you." He laughed, walking up one of the side streets. I followed him back to the edge of town, curiosity burning. As we walked I saw other students staring at our competition clothes. They must not have found theirs yet. Or they weren't competing. Eventually we stopped outside Gobber's forge.

"Hey, Sky! Come on out here and help me amaze one of the first years!" He called inside.

Out of the dimness a voice wound. "A newcomer, eh?" A slim figure walked out of the smoke, stopping to lean on the doorframe. You could tell these two were third years. They had that confidence. Not to mention the fact that both were probably in their early twenties. "I'm Skyrim Modsson. This yahoo and I were the first pair chosen from our clan to come to the school, back during it's first year." She gave an impish smile. "We're also two of the few people that have dragons from our home islands, instead of the school." She gave a quick whistle, and I saw the slate of Gobber's roof start to stir. It shivered, until with a smooth movement, a dark grey head rose up. What I had thought were festive banners that Gobber had hung, I quickly found were the wings of a deep purple dragon identical to CJ's. A second typhoomerang.

"Ha ha ha!" They bellowed, "Just look at her face!" I quickly snapped my hanging jaw closed. "We- we're sorry!" They just managed to breath in between breaths. "It's just- your face was so funny!" I finally laughed with them, not wanting a bit of laughter to put a damper on this special day.

"It's alright." I chuckled. "I'd laugh too." I looked at Skyrim. I cocked my head. "Why aren't you wearing your competition clothes? They're actually really comfortable, and they show off your clan pride."

She paused. "I.. I'm actually not part of a clan. I didn't want to put that kind of pressure on Azulazul." She looked fondly at her dragon. "Did I, boy?" He hummed happily. Then Gobber called from in the forge, and she said a quick goodbye as she turned away. I looked at CJ.

"Well, it seems I'll be competing against you sometime this week. So," I held out my hand. "Good luck. I'm sure you'll do great." He took my hand, and we shook.

"And to you as well, Frostfire. I look forward to fighting a worthy opponent."
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**Chapter 19: Snooping Out the Competition… and Snooping in General**

Now that I was truly thinking of the fact that there were other species of dragons, I just had to go find some. Oakheart and I perched at the top of the great hall, looking for any rarer dragons that were accompanied by a student. As time passed, I saw more and more vikings emerging from the city of tents wearing competition clothes of various shades and colors. _It seems that humans now come in as many colors as dragons! _I chuckled to myself, enjoying the thought.

Quite some time had passed, before I noticed a white shape circling up high in the air. It was quite large, so Oakheart and I flew up to investigate. We were rewarded with the shape revealing itself as a boneknapper, bleached white as the bones it wore. On it's back perched a rider in, _surprise!_, black leather competition clothes, with a white clan crest on the back. They appeared to be working on making their turns tighter, as they would start to dive, and then twist almost sideways as they arced through the clouds.

As they spiraled past, Oakheart dove after them, building speed until he threaded the eye of their spiral. When they straightened up, he pulled up alongside, and I gave the girl riding the skeletal dragon a grin. A challenging grin. The kind that says, "Come on, let's race, just because we can." She grinned back, and we both started picking up speed as we changed into slightly steeper dive angles. Out past the edge of Berk we flew, and down towards the ocean. On impulse, I had Oakheart tuck in his wings, and we plummeted like a comet down towards the whitecaps, stopping our fall to zoom across the ocean at high speed. We made a vertical turn around a seastack, and then rose back up and around, heading towards the shore. I looked around, wondering where the dragon had gone, when I saw a talon out of the corner of my eye. My head shot up, to see the bleached stomach scales of it passing us overhead.

"Nice try, but I'm still in the lead!" the rider called.

"Not for long!" I shouted back, and I leaned into Oakheart, practically flat against his back to cut on drag. _So that's what the belly padding is for!_ I felt the thicker cloth protecting me from getting jostled or poked by the small spines on Oakheart's back. With my change in position, I felt something else as well. I felt Oakheart surge beneath me. He picked up speed, and we caught back up to the boneknapper, so that we passed underneath, and pulled up in front of them. _Yes! _ I dove down to the landing field next to the tents, feeling the impact of the boneknapper landing just moments later.

I smiled at the other rider. "Good race! I haven't had a challenge like that for a while."

"Same here! I really thought that I had you, but then that sudden burst! Whoa!" We both slipped off our dragon's backs, and walked towards the tents. "I'm Olivia. Olivia the Creative."

"Frostfire Markson. And this is Oakheart." He let out a friendly growl.

"This is my partner BoneChiller." He let out a squeaky purr. She laughed. "He's still getting used to his voice." I chuckled too.

"Oakheart only just got used to his size. I completely relate." As we meandered through the forest of striped cloth, we swapped stories of our dragons, our adventures, and just fun in general. We joked about how seemingly every other person had black as the base color for their crest, and that Gronckles seemed to be under-rated by so many. "So, obviously you didn't get BoneChiller from the school. Where did you get him?"

"Well, actually from Gobber, in a round-about sort of way."

I gave a sideways glance. "It sounds like a story to be told."

"Well… for a very long time Gobber was persued by a boneknapper. No one believed it even existed. It was just a myth. But one day, he managed to find it, and make peace with it. He brought it back to Berk, along with four or five others. Over time, they started to settle here, and raise hatchlings. Gobber's boneknapper had it's first nest right next to his forge, and Bonechiller was one of the eggs. He gave it to me, because boneknappers are such loyal and sweet dragons, so they make great ones for first-time trainers. After a while, the boneknappers decided to move more into the forest, where they wouldn't break so many things by accident. I remember what Gobber said:

'It's for the best. Boneknappers are large dragons, and they need space to live. So, they're going where they won't be confined by small, brittle houses.'

He had been pretty torn up about it, but his boneknapper still comes to visit sometimes. And as he knew, it really was better for them." She trailed off, as we were both lost in thought. Suddenly, she looked up. "Oops, I was so busy telling the story, I passed my clan tent! I had better go." I nodded.

"Alright. See you in the competitions." I gave a half smile.

"Better believe it. I'm going to challenge you to a rematch. We'll race it out on the obstacle course. See who wins then."

"You have a deal." We both grinned, knowing we were most certainly friends and rivals now.

I started further in towards my own tent, not really thinking of much. "Do you even know what would happen if anyone heard about it, even _thought_ they heard about it? It would be the end of this whole thing!" I heard an angry whisper coming from around the side of a nearby tent. "I've worked too hard to risk anything that would topple this achievement." I slowed, walking quietly towards the corner of the turquoise and red cloth.

"...alright. You're right. We can't let them know."

I knew this was eavesdropping, but my curiosity got the better of me- this sounded just too mysterious, and possibly criminal.

"Good."

"But are you sure? I mean, I don't want to make a mistake… It could really hurt someone."

"We won't make a mistake. I'm sure of it." I listened closely, my eyes widening. _Hurt someone?_ This sounded bad. What's worse, that one voice sounded like Yarlo… What was that bully planning on doing now? I crept back towards the path as quietly as I could, not wanting to be seen by whomever these co-conspirators were. I slipped onto Oakheart's back, and had him take off, flying first towards the village, and then circling back around to pass over the tent. I saw Yarlo's retreating back, and a swish of the tent flap as a girl came out. Oakheart floated on the breezes overhead, unseen.

"Come on, boy. Let's see what they're up to." We followed her, the bright turquoise of her clan gear making her easy to spot. "Just where are you going?" I muttered to myself. We had finally made it to the edge of the tents. With a quick glance around her, she walked out into the open... And then into the woods. I nudged Oakheart to land in a tree further in, hoping to get a look at what was going on. His green scales camouflaged us perfectly.

"Phantom. Phantom!" She called. Out of the dim light a purple and magenta form emerged, wearing a saddle and saddlebags. She jogged up to her, patting her snout in a relieved way. _Well what do you know, another boneknapper. This must be one of the other descendants of the dragons that Gobber brought to Berk. _ I began to stifle my breathing, trying to avoid putting any trace of my scent in the air. Boneknappers had an incredible sense of smell. That was what made them such great trackers. "Hey girl. We have a job to do." She reached up to the bags on the dragon's shoulders, pulling them onto the ground. With her back to me, I couldn't see what she was doing in them. _What is she getting? A weapon? Their secret something-or-other? _ I leaned forward slightly, trying to get a better look.

_Cree-eek_. A low growl emerged from the boneknapper's throat. _Shoot! _ My eyes darted to the bark of the tree we were perched in. The girl's head shot up. She looked around silently, instantly on alert. Her eyes scanned the brush around her, slowly working up the trees as Phantom panted beside her, like a bloodhound itching to give chase. Very softly at first, another sound made its presence known: a continuous hiss. I slowly dipped my head down to face the tree below us. It appeared that the tree itself was making the sound. My brow knitted together as the girl's stance relaxed. She placed a calming hand on her dragon. "Easy girl; we're alright. It's just Rorrim. Yarlo said he was here." The boneknapper ceased growling, but remained on edge as our tree quieted. I waited to see what exactly she meant.

Slowly, a slight shadow unfurled itself from around our tree, winding down onto the ground. I finally saw what the girl had gotten out of her bag: a dried haddock. She held it out, and slowly color leaked into the shadow, revealing its true form. All of a sudden, the conversation I had heard started to make a little sense. This could hurt people, and cause a lot of problems. It could also be used for quite a bit of mischief and cheating.

I was staring down at the back of a changewing.
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**Chapter 20: Off to the Races**

"I saw it, plain as the warts on a gronckle. She was feeding a changewing, and from their conversation it obviously is Yarlo's, or he at least intends to use it." I paced up and down the length of the tent. "Just what for, though..." I trailed off, turning to look at my friends: Mik, Collera, Lilo, Vica, and Asgardnia. The last two seemed slightly out of place in their different clan gear. I needed them, though. They were my first friends.

"I don't doubt what you saw, but are you sure it was Yarlo's voice? I mean, you didn't directly see him, did you?"

Asgardnia posed a good point. I thought, pausing in my movements. "...it was him. I'm sure."

"Well, even if it was Yarlo, we don't know what he's planning. I suggest we just watch and wait. Then, if an opportunity presents itself, we strike." Mik was very calm, trying to make us see sense.

"Forget waiting, he could hurt someone! Let's just go take him out, capture that changewing, do something!" Vica's temper flared, needing to have some action.

I whistled for silence as arguing broke out. "Alright. For the moment, we are going to focus on the games. We have all been working very hard for this, and we can't let this threat distract us. There are lots of judges and Vikings here. We'll rely on them to keep this fair. Anything starts to be out of place, we'll immediately report Yarlo. Sound good?"

I received various sounds of consent, satisfied or not. "Then let's go win this!" Collera leapt into the air, prompting a cheer from my loyal Windwalkers.

"Not if we win first!" Vica shouted, racing out to get to her clan tent.

"Or us." Asgardnia smiled ferociously. "Except I can't go charging off, as this is my tent."

"Point taken." I laughed, turning to leave the gold and evergreen tent. I gave one last glance back. "Good luck."

"You too." Her confidence wavered for a moment. "... Just be careful about whatever Yarlo's planning." I nodded, and slipped out, going to see where my eager clan may have gone off to.

"Come on, Mik! Show them what you've got!" I shouted at the top of my lungs, willing his nadder to move faster. I was standing with the crowd, watching my clan mate streak through the obstacle course. He was versus several different riders that I didn't know, one a gronckle, zippelback, and another nadder. So far the gronckle was leading, it's small wingspan and instant turns making it able to maneuver well in the tight track. But Mik was right on his tail!

"He's only a nose behind him!" Lilo shouted, the excitement palpable. "If he can just catch him on that next turn, we've got it!" We gasped as the small group all fought to get the lead spot as they had to dive through a hoop just a few feet on the ground. The zippelback snagged his back claws, spinning out and crashing to the leaf litter below.

"Oooh!" The crowd all winced as they hit the ground. They soon were cheering again, though, more occupied by the other three racers than the person who had lost. Now they were coming up to a tight strand of wooden poles. Arranged in a huge field like a plinko board lying down, they would have to weave in between to find the far edge. Then they would be making a tight turn to race back towards the finish line. As the dragons entered the field, the gronckle still held the lead, swiftly dodging through. The nadders were faster, though, and gaining as they executed rolls and curves through. Left, right, left- Mik and his dragon were slaloming back and forth, flying sideways between the tight slots. Now there were just a few feet, a foot, inches! The crowd was going mad as Spayk drew up alongside the Gronckle. And then they were out- on the far side of the maze. Pulling off an elegant loop, Mik and Spayk shot straight up, and then rolled to be flying the opposite of which he had just come, passing the Gronckle on the top of the arc. Within less than a minute, the race was over, and Mik had landed back on the finish platform.

Our clan shoved our way down to surround our friend as he dismounted. Lilo leapt up, hugging him around his neck. "I can't believe it! You were so great!"

"Well, thank you." He said, gently setting her back on the ground. "But I couldn't have done it without Spayk." He patted his dragon's bright scales.

We all started walking away from the crowd, off to go see who was up next on the docket. I read off the piece of paper. "Dragon Training- Windwalkers, Phantom Shadows, Kellelens, and Plasma Furies. Looks like we're going to have quite the competition." We nodded at each other.

"Time for some code!"

A large flock of dragons filled the field in front of the judges. They would tell us a series of commands, and we had to have our dragons execute them as accurately and quickly as possible. Make a mistake, and the judges called you out. When there were only 15 trainers left, we would be given free reign, getting to show off our own style, as well as try to sabotage some of the others. We were all doing pretty well so far. I had seen a few dragons confused by different trainers giving the same commands, and so doing a step twice, or skipping parts.

I looked over at Gothi. She swiveled her finger, and then pointed straight up. "Oakheart! Oik and Sky." He quickly turned about on the spot and lept into the air, climbing quickly for altitude. I looked back to see her waggling her fingers, and then a quick slash sideways. "Ber and Haw!" I shouted up, hoping he could still hear me. Apparently he could, because he spat out a large gust of flames before making a left turn. A dip and fist. "Rush!" I saw him hold his wings, falling towards the hard earth. Down, down down… "Stay!" He flared his wings, turning to a quick hover just a few feet off the ground. She looked over before nodding. "Fin." I said. He landed, given a break for the moment. I watched as she and the several other judges gave specific commands to others. I saw some people receive word that they were out. When Gobber came over to me for the next round, I was ready to impress.

"Hey lassie. Run and then rear please."

"Oakheart!" I snapped to get his attention again. "Canon and crop." He bolted across the field, stopping to rear up and slash the air- or what would have been the air if a nadder hadn't suddenly dove into the space. _Rooarrr! Raaawwwwk!_ This wasn't good. "Oakheart! Ret!" After a short snort, he turned and stood behind me.

Gobber looked conflicted. "...I'm sorry Frost, but roaring and returning weren't the next two commands. I'm sorry to say, but you're out."

"No!" My head fell, and I felt Gobber pat my shoulder before moving on. I looked up slowly to see Oakheart looking at me sadly. "He bud." I rubbed his snout. "It's not your fault. Don't be upset, okay? We've still got some other events left." He nudged me with the tip of his muzzle as if to say "Well, then had better get moving!" Walking off the field, I looked back to see Mik and Spayk joining me as well. "Did you not pass either?"

"Nah. Not this time. Apparently when Gothi makes those slash movements, she wants a turn and not a roll. Oops." He made a face.

I laughed. "Well, not a big deal. You've still got a win under your tunic, and it was our first clan points as well!"

"Yeah, so come on then! Let's go see how Lilo and Collera fair. And we can see which event we'll be in next."
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**Chapter 21: Crash Course**

"Phew! That was quite the day." I sat back on my hammock, tallying up our points. I had commandeered a piece of slate to keep score. "So, for wins so far, we've had Mik win a first on the obstacle course, Collera a second in obstacle course, and Lilo first in training. Not bad at all." I hung the slate back on it's peg of the tent frame. "And that is only day one. We've got another five days left." Today, they had made it through most of the beginner levels of training and obstacle courses. Tomorrow, they would offer the beginning levels of combat- both dragon and weapon. The third day would be shooting and speed races. The fourth was the growing sport of dragon racing, and the first round of judging. The fifth and sixth days were special- not everyone could compete. If you scored well enough in the beginner level competitions the first four days, you went against harder opponents. These competitions were also worth more points.

"Yeah, and if none of us make it into the advanced levels, I will be sorely disappointed." Collera was sprawled out on her hammock, not even bothering to take her competition gear off.

"Well, if we keep winning firsts and seconds, I should think we're fine. Then we just need to win some of the advanced competitions." Lilo was laying with her eyes closed, dozing off. Mik was already snoring. I didn't blame him.

"No worries guys. Even if we don't win, I'm still enjoying just competing. So, just have some fun." With that, I too, dozed off.

_*snurf, snurt snur-snort* _I woke up, startled by the sound of a creature very close by. I laid still, all of my senses straining to learn what it was. I turned my head slightly, but I could see nothing out of the ordinary. Then, _veeery_ slowly, I saw the hem of the tent start to lift. The moonlight outlined a shape that was not a shape, but a simple shadow. It was like seeing a ghost. _Or a changewing._ I watched it, ready to leap into action need be. After several minutes of laying in silence, the edge went back down, blocking out the light. Spooked, I curled up, and tried my best to get some sleep. I would need it.

Even with that creepy event last night, I still had managed to get some sleep. That was good, as I was sure going to need it. Walking to the field from the day before, I found the day's roster. First up was the last of the obstacle course beginner races: Frostfire Markson, Olivia the Creative, Arlan Erlend, and Kellelen. _Man, this is going to be tough. I'm racing all people I know!_ But my resolve was strong. I was the only one to not have a point-earning place award yet, and I was determined to make up for yesterday's slip-up. I walked back to the tent, telling my clan the news that they would have the morning to relax.

"I doubt it! We'll be cheering you on, just as you have been cheering us on." Lilo smiled. "Now get your racing gear on; it's time to shine." I nodded, heading towards the stables below Berk to find Oakheart.

"Now, we can do this boy. We can make up for yesterday." I talked soothingly and encouragingly as I saddled him up. I slipped over and under him, tightening straps and buckles until I was satisfied. "There now. We're ready. Oh, just, we can do this, right Oak? You'll do this for me?" His warm snout came down to rest in my arms. I hugged him tight, nervous what would happen if I lost again.

"You're not giving up that easily, are you?" I turned to see Arlan leading Flare through the stable, already saddled up as well. His voice was teasing, and I rolled my eyes.

"Never. I just don't want to disappoint my clan."

"You'll be fine. I've been watching your clan's matches. You all trained really hard, and it shows. Just don't overthink it." I nodded, thankful for this veteran competitor's advice.

"You better watch your back. I'm coming for that first place spot."

"You know I will." And he walked out. I opened the door to my dragon's stall, and we headed out, ready to fly.

"On your mark, get set.. fly!" The roar went out, and Oakheart surged into the course. First off was a short drop off the platform, with us twisting to make an immediate tight left curve. Around a trio of trees, altitude up! The course was a blur, and I didn't dare look around at where my competitors were. It was like a complicated dance: left, right, between the pillars, over the tree top, through the hoop. I leaned into Oakheart's back, moving with him. We had to quickly go up and down through a series of off-set hoops, and then down into the seastacks. Speed. Speed. Out into the sea, and around the rock, between the spires, and up up! We pulled almost straight up, just avoiding slamming into the face of the cliffs. We soared back over the top of the island. Over through some more trees, under a fallen log, and then over to the last hoop. I saw a flash of scarlet as Flare blazed by me, nimbly threading through. Then white, as Olivia passed on her boneknapper. Then we were speeding, speeding.. coming in too high!

With a sudden gasp, we rocketed down, quickly diving to correct our angle. We weren't, couldn't- we did it! We were through. And now our converted altitude was added speed. We shot past, the first into the Plinko-pole maze. This was tricky. We would tilt back, forth, curve around, left, right, as we dodged through the close-set obstacles. Again, I couldn't focus on my competitors unless they shot into my field of vision. And then I saw both nadders shoot past me again. Being small dragons, they could handle this better. They had more room for error. All of a sudden, I heard a thunk behind me. I turned slightly to see Olivia's boneknapper ramming his wing into a pole because he didn't turn sideways soon enough. Focus, focus! I looked ahead again, and noticed the poles thinning. We were getting out! With two more wing beats, we were out, and turning. Just like Mik the day before, Oakheart was going straight up before looping over and rolling sideways to be flying back over the top of the pole maze. Now we were into the last section: a straight-up sprint back to the starting platform. I lay flat on my dragon's back, urging him on. I was only slightly behind the nadders, and could hear the loud wingbeats of the boneknapper gaining. It seems our rematch was on! "Sky!"

The crowd was stunned. She was flying up! Why wasn't she shooting forward? Just as the boneknapper passed under them, Oakheart closed his wings, and angled his nose towards the platform. And we fell! We fell like we were shot out of Hiccup's crossbow. We gained speed from the lost altitude, passing back over the boneknapper, the first nadder, the second! As the platform loomed, we started slamming on the brakes, or else we were going to become flatter than a thunderdrum. A scarlet blur. Impact. Tumbling. Shouting. It seemed disjointed, and completely out of nowhere.

I woke up in a hammock in the medic tent under the start platform. My team, as well as competitors were there. "Wha- what happened?" I sat up, still a little dazed.

"Just before getting to the platform, Flare and Oakheart had a sideways collision. It knocked you both out of flight- and into the record books for most unique winning strategy."

I blinked blankly, not comprehending. Olivia repeated this statement again, hoping that possibly her saying it a second time would yield better results. "Is Arlan alright? Flare? Oakheart?" She nodded to each.

"You're all a little shook up, but no injuries." I laid back down, satisfied.

"So, do I dare ask who won?"

"You three." Kellelen looked disappointed. He kicked at the dirt. "You and Arlan tied, considering you crashed onto the finish line at the same time. Olivia passed me just seconds before landing. If I hadn't hesitated.."

"Hey, no one can expect a thing like that. I just didn't stop." Olivia shrugged. "And that's that."

"So, I got first?" I still just had to validate.

"Yes! We won more points!" Lilo came over, excited for my first win. "And don't worry. I already looked at the docket. You don't have a fight until this afternoon. Mik is out there right now, but he said that even if you woke up, he wanted you to relax."

"That's kind of him, but I can't just si-" I tried to sit up, but pulled what must have been a pretty good bruise on my ribs. "Maybe he's right." I said slightly breathlessly, lying back down.

* * *

><p><strong>Author's Note:<strong> Hey guys! :) Wolfy here, as always. I just wanted to say... any who are actually reading this story at this point, thank you so much for your support! This was always one of my favorite stories, but when I started posting it on this site, almost no one started reading it. That can get you kind of feeling low. Especially when it has so many chapters, and is going to go to some really cool places. So, I appreciate any who are taking the time to read this novel, and please, don't forget to review! I would love to see one! Tell me what you think!
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**Chapter 22: Dragon Fight**

I hobbled out of the tent, supported by Olivia and Lilo. I had been willing to wait until Mik returned from his match- but no longer than that. Now I _had_ to get up and_ had_ to go check on Oakheart. I needed to see for my own eyes that he was alright, and luckily I didn't have to go far. Apparently he had been just as worried about me, as he was curled into a nervous knot behind the tent, whining deep in his throat. "Hey, bud." My voice was soft and still slightly out of breath, but he seemed happy to hear it just the same, leaping out of his configuration to come wrap himself around me. The girls bearing me started to protest, but I just shook them off gently, wanting nothing more than to curl up with my beloved dragon. Wrapped gently in his wings and tail, my head rested against his collarbone, and his head rested on my lap. Gentle warming vibrations pulsed through me as he hummed happily. I rubbed his head, just behind the horns, my energy slowly revitalizing with his soothing love and presence.

"I'm so glad that you're not hurt, Oak. I don't know what I would do without you…" His warmth radiated through me, and before long I was fading away into a contented drowse. As I floated through warmth and contentedness, I was startled to hear his gentle hums growing stronger, harsher. Now instead of happiness, they told of anger and defensiveness. I woke with a start. Oakheart was growling, wrapped more tightly around me than before. I pressed back further into him, wondering what could be causing him to react so strongly. I stayed silent, trying to see what could be bothering him. Not a person or dragon was in the immediate area, and I highly doubt he would act like this for fun. His back was ramrod straight, hackles raised and fangs bared. Then it hit me.

_Of course I can't see it. You can't see what is invisible. _I shuddered slightly, remembering the changewing that had poked into our tent the night before. _ Yarlo's _changewing. Oakheart's growling redoubled at the feeling of my fear. His snout started to flicker with green flames, and they slowly licked along his length until his wings and back all glowed with his anger.

Then as suddenly as it started, Oakheart stopped. Giving a snort, he finally turned away from the finish-line support beam he had been staring at, turning to focus on me. He sniffed at me, almost as if he was afraid that something might have happened while he was facing off with the invisible creature. I wrapped my arm over his neck. "It's alright. I'm okay."

Soft footfalls could be heard approaching, and so I disentangled myself from my dragon's embrace to see who was coming. Collera was jogging up, coming to fetch me it seemed. She proved my theory by shouting out "Hey! Get ready! You're up soon!" I looked to the sky. _Was the sun really that far? My team let me sleep for_ so _long_. I scurried around to Oakheart's side, doing a quick check on his saddle. _ Looks good. _ With a hand up, I settled onto his back, ready to go try and win more points.

I tapped lightly on his hide. "We can do this. We're strong, and we're tough, and we won't let a little crash slow us down." Oakheart leapt to the sky, giving a confident roar, showing me just how much he valued my opinion. We landed in the training field from yesterday, which was now being used as the battleground. I looked over to Gobber- once again a judge- as he announced the fight.

"Alright, everyone enjoying the fights so far!?" He shouted at a large, rowdy crowd of spectators. A roar answered, made of thousands of voices. "Yeah! Well, to keep it going, next we have Frostfire Markson and her Monstrous Nightmare, Oakheart fighting Ney'ite and her Boneknapper, Phantom! Truly a battle of the beasts! These are some of the biggest dragons at the school!" Everyone seemed to be trying to yell louder than those around him, creating a din that could be heard clear over to Outcast Island, but I heard nothing. I stared wide-eyed at my opponent. _It was the girl that Yarlo had been working with._ With Gobber's final shout of "Go!" We both leapt up, climbing in tight circles to reach the desired altitude for fighting.

I tried to get my rapidly beating heart back under control, unsettled by the appearance of her. Levelling off, we circled, looking for an opportunity._ Get focused! You owe your clan more than to lose because of being surprised!_ I berated myself, scanning for an opportunity to make the first move. With a ROAR! the pair leapt at us, flaring out their huge wings. I leaned quickly right, and we rolled, falling slightly in altitude to dodge under the membrane. We turned the roll into a hard bank to the left, darting around the larger dragon. I heard the roar of flames, and felt heat on my back as Oakheart swerved away again. A hard bank takes us around again. _ This is turning into a game of cat and mouse. We've got to turn this around!_

I heard the slight clicking of bones, and felt the impact of their heavy claws on our tail, knocking us spinning. I heard a mixed chorus of groans and cheers below us. With great effort, we managed to control the spin, facing up and blowing a quick flame before rolling over and darting away again. And it wasn't the end of it. After a few more times of being knocked around by the larger dragon, we were bruised, and angry. As much as we dodged, the behemoth was holding the center of the field, keeping us circling and using more energy, unable to face them because it would mean stopping and opening up to another attack.

I ground my teeth, growling as Oakheart mirrored me. _We're not getting anywhere playing defensively. _I let Oakheart continue to carry us around, swerving to avoid the attacks as I quickly tried to think of a plan. Inspiration struck like Thor's hammer- or Phantom's claws on Oakheart's flanks. Knocked spinning again, I called "Oik gofor ber canon flare setago!" in a growl. As we finished our midair pirouette, I saw her surprise. You could tell she was trying to understand what my gibberish was, or if it was even important. And that second was all we needed. Our spin was over, and we were now facing them, another standoff keeping us both hovering. But I was still mad, and I knew Oakheart was as well. She had toyed with us, and her dragon had drawn blood. Though a very real part of viking contact sports, I had no intention of letting either of them beat us around any longer. It was time to play aggressively, and the crowd loved it. I could hear cheers as we were facing them, Oakheart voicing our challenge.

"Ber!" I roared, matched by the sound of Oakheart's torrent of flames, causing the boneknapper to dodge left, dropping slightly to go underneath. The crowd howled and cheered and made every conceivable noise below us, voicing their surprise and (mostly) delight at the sudden turn around. "Canon!" We dive-bombed them, forcing another decrease in altitude, harrying them like a sparrow on a hawk. Now we were the ones chasing them around. Before I could even get out the next command, though, they had done the unexpected- they had turned to face us instead of running. As we raced towards them, the dragon went into a spin of it's own, a command called by the rider on her back. Too close and fast to do anything else, Oakheart tried in vain to slow his speed, change direction, or- as a last-ditch attempt- bring his claws up to kick or grab the large club of bones that was swinging towards us on the end of her long, heavy tail.

I pulled on the saddle, knowing that it still wouldn't change anything. We were helpless to the incoming weapon. It rammed into our side, sending us free-falling, trying to catch our breath. My lungs gulped for air, trying to overcome the growing pain on my side where one of the bones had struck. With obvious effort, Oakheart managed to control the fall, stopping and darting off. She dove after us, and once again took center field.

I was breathing heavily, trying to control the growing pain in my side. I heard Oakheart whine beneath me slightly. I was grinding my teeth again. This was not what I wanted. While I was busy glaring at our opponent, daring her to try it again, I noticed Oakheart turn his head around out of the corner of my eyes. His nostrils flared, smelling blood, his eyes glowed, seeing my grimace, and his body tensed at the pain radiating from my body down through his back. With another immense roar, he turned our wide circle into a sudden hard bank, charging straight for the larger dragon. "Flare!" I commanded weakly, hoping to use aggressiveness to overcome the dragon. With the quick burst, they darted down, chased to the edge of the field by Oakheart's sudden charge. Oakheart seemed to swell beneath me. He folded his wings, picking up all the speed his tired muscles could gather. He took advantage of our slightly higher vantage, and slammed onto the back of the competitor! Oakheart locked his claws onto the bones, completing a mid-air landing. Though large, it is hardly possible for a tired boneknapper to support a large monstrous nightmare, especially when it had just rammed into it from above.

With him sitting just over the hips, we were knocking the large dragon off balance, forcing it to the ground in a free fall. Down all four of us plunged, Oakheart savagely biting, clawing, torching anything in reach, and doing his best to unleash his full fury on the bigger one. How dare she hurt his human! How dare she think herself better than he! This would not be allowed. He growled the whole while, only stopping to leap off just before we collided with the hard earth. Still off-balance, but now much lighter, the boneknapper righted itself enough to prevent serious impact, but still making a rather ungraceful slide across the dirt. Oakheart circled back up, crowing his victory before giving a derogatory snort in the direction of the boneknapper. The crowd cheered its approval of the match, but he wasn't listening. Oakheart was already flying off, taking his human back to the first aid tent.
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**Chapter 23: Doppelgänger**

I was once again lying on my back, looking up at a canvas roof. I heaved a sigh. When would I stop ending up in the infirmary? I remember Oakheart forcing the boneknapper to land, and then flying off. I remember the pain from getting jarred upon us landing here. I dimly recall shouting, and the sensation of falling.. But after that it was dark. Slowly, as I rose from another forced slumber, I realized what had happened. _I blacked out._ I strained, trying to recall any small bit of sensory from between then and now. But I couldn't achieve anything more than a few dim pulses of pain and sound. _A roar? A voice shouting? A nadder's laughter perhaps?_ I shook my head to clear it of the confusing half-memories and feelings.

I started to sit up, propping up on my elbows to aid the motion. Rolling my aching shoulders, I realized they felt lighter. A quick glance revealed why- no competition gear. I was in a simple cotton tunic, a heavy bandage wrapped over my left side. As I tried to sit up the full way, the gauze pulled, jabbing a sharp pain into my side. I gasped in a breath through gritted teeth. _Yup, that is definitely a stab wound. _ I took in deep breaths as I thought on the match. _We were hit. The boneknapper's tail... _I winced anew at the thought of the sharp bristle of bones that stand out in all directions. Glancing around, I took in the sparse accommodations, that is, only the tent and the cot I was on. I swung my legs over the edge of the cot, attempting to stand.

With another deep breath, I levered myself off- and promptly onto the floor as my legs collapsed. A grin of pain plastered my face as I clung to the cot, eventually making it upright. With as much strength as Odin, and the stubbornness of Thor I was able to force myself to take a few steps. I needed to move, to go. I had no idea where this deep-seated notion came from, but it propelled me to the door of the tent. I slipped out, and managed a few steps, blinded by sunlight, before a frosty voice met me.

"Halt. You're not going anywhere." I gingerly shielded my eyes, straining to see the figure through the intense light. As my eyes struggled, I finally made out the form. A large, pitch-dark nadder blocked my path, a lithe figure perched on his back.

"Ya- Yarlo!" I squeaked out, my side still burning. Without thinking, I tried to turn and run, ending up a crumpled heap on the ground as my muscles finally gave out.

"Hey, hey stop!" I heard the voice call, and I dimly heard the muffled bootsteps as the rider dismounted and jogged up to me with the dragon on their tail. As my vision cleared, the person and beast began to take form, and what I had initially thought was Yarlo on his black nadder was actually a new face. I stared at them, wondering who they were and unsure what to say.

"Are you alright? I'm so sorry that I startled you." She seemed to be looking me over, like a mother hen over a particularly unruly chick. After a minute, she noticed me staring. "Oh- sorry. I forgot to introduce myself. The name is Isabo. I was told to go to your tent to sign up for your clan. You see, I'm new-ish. I've been here a while, but that's another story." She turned to look at the gauze, "I was also told that you were injured and that you were, or rather should, be resting." Her nervous words began to slur together and become inaudible as she spoke quickly.

She seemed to detect my confusion, it was probably obvious, "Sorry. I sometimes ramble. Anyways, this big bird is Exavier. He seems threatening, but he's just a little," she took a pause, then her face furrowed in frustration at trying to come up with the correct term, "grumpy." She finished with a sigh.

As my eyes began to adjust, I saw that he wasn't pitch black like Dark Thief, but was just a very dark red with off-white spines. Still, he was close enough to the color palette of Dark Thief that it took some close examination to tell the difference. Exavier leaned forward and sniffed me, his hot breath blowing in my face. He head tilted this way and that, seemingly trying to put my appearance and smell in his memory. He finally jerked his head back and flared his head crest, smoke coming out in wisps from his nostrils. "He's really harmless." He glared slightly, but she wasn't paying attention as she helped me to my feet, slinging my arm over her shoulder. "Now, I'm taking you back to bed." I weakly tried to free myself from her gentle guidance, which she took as pain, and started to apologize.

"Please, just take me to Oakheart! I need to see him!" Finally, after a mix of gentle arguing and pain-induced growls, we worked out an agreement- she'd take me to Oakheart, I'd let her into the clan, and then I'd go back to bed for the rest of the day- and the next too. Her support was most likely the only reason I was able to walk across the field and into the small structure being used as the dragon infirmary. Inside was quite the mishmash of a crowd- Arlan, Ney'ite, Asgardnia, Vica, and my dear Windwalkers were huddled around in a corner, talking amongst themselves. On the other side, I see a large figure talking heatedly with the healer and the headmaster. But all of that fades as I see the form in the middle: Oakheart. I hobble over to him as quickly as I am able, and latch myself onto his neck. He immediately starts humming, his skin resonating with warmth and love.

After a short while, I feel a hand on my shoulder, and look up to see Arlan's eyes dark and serious. He helps me to my feet and takes me back to the group from earlier, which now includes Isabo. She seems shy again, but is standing among my clan. So, they must know that she is now a Windwalker as well. I look over at Ney'ite, confusion and distrust in my gaze. Asgardnia puts her arm over my other shoulder, supporting me and also looking at me with concern. Ney'ite's voice came out soft and consoling. "Frostfire- I am so sorry. It's my fault. I know that injury is a risk, and its how the matches go, but it is still me you were fighting. And, I am so sorry for what happened. Can you forgive me?" It came out a little rushed, and her eyes shone with apology, but I still didn't trust her. She had been helping Yarlo. But I nodded anyway, as it was my nature to forgive. Relief flared before it disappeared behind a mask of worry. "Uh- Frostfire, also I'm sorry that-"

"Ney'ite, I think it's best one of us tells her." Vica calmly cut her off, placing a hand on her shoulder. Shock made my body stiffen, and Arlan and Asgardnia sensed it, holding me tighter. When had they gotten so buddy-buddy? But then I realized- I hadn't known her name when I told the others about the girl helping Yarlo, so they didn't know it was her. I bit my lip. If I called her out, then Yarlo and her would know that I knew they were up to something. I kept quiet. I would tell the girls later.

"Frost, I'm sorry, but you're out of the competition." Asgardnia's eyes shown with sympathy. I couldn't comprehend this.

"But, we didn't crash or anything. I came off the worse for wear…" My voice dwindled off. If I got hit, then who's to say that Oakheart didn't suffer any stabs either? I tried to twist around to look at him, but my knees buckled, and Arlan took on more strain to support me.

"The fight took more out of him than at first glance. He's a real fighter, but he's not invincible. He's got a sprained wing, three stab wounds to the side, and minor lacerations to the tail. He's not in any shape to be going out and competing, or else he could injure himself further." Arlan rubbed my back gently as I slumped into his side, defeated. My clan was looking as disappointed as I felt.

"I guess that's it. I can't compete without a dragon."

"You've got a dragon." A voice rumbled. I looked up to see my father! He was flanked by the healer and the headmaster, who looked a mix of frustrated and relieved.

"Dad! But, Oakheart…"

"That's not who I mean. The headmaster has _very gladly_" he turned to look forcefully at the said man, "given you a variant. You'll be competing in the rest of the tournament with a different dragon." I was stunned, my mouth moving but not speaking.

"Who-" A dark form interrupted my question, lowing from the rafters. I looked up, instantly grinning. "Hey girl." Our group scattered as Glowworm leapt down, landing in front of me. I saw several looks of incredulity, and I smiled for the first time all day as she nuzzled me. "Long time, no see. How's the flock?" She just gave me a snarky smile, as if to say _Well, but of course, because I'm in charge. _"You and me against the world again, eh?" I scratched her ears, and she hummed, sitting down. "So, I guess that handles that." Randomly, I looked at Ney'ite. Her gaze was locked on Glowworm, and her expression- if it was only me and her in here, I would have punched her.

That night, I slept in the infirmary tent. We had convinced Glowworm to stay with Oakheart in the dragon stable, and they seemed curious of each other, if slightly huffy. Oakheart obviously didn't like that Glowworm was taking his place in the competition. But, we had gotten them to settle down. I couldn't have thanked my father less than thirty times, and had been babied by my mother and teased by my brothers as we spent the rest of the day together near the fields. Gothi and Gobber had given me a complex mixture of herbs and "stuff" as Gobber had put it. It helped a lot with the pain, and I was feeling perkier, though not back to normal. Apparently my family had come down from the mountains to see the competitions, and so I got to say hello to a few of the dragons. They had left a joint command of Rumble and Bullheart in charge of the sanctuary. "It's good practice for when he takes over as Alpha." My mom had joked. And she was right, Rumble needed the practice. And old Bullheart would guide him with his experience. But now I was alone in the tent, doing my best to doze off.

"Ra-rawk."

"Shush, you." I heard the rustles of Nadder spines outside. That wasn't abnormal. Some students were up at odd hours. But… seeing my tent flap open was. The nadder's head thrust into the small space, snatching me up roughly. "Up." I couldn't speak for the force of the grab and take off jostled my wound again, sucking away my breath. I sucked in a gasp as the Nadder tossed me and caught me with her talons. My eyes streamed. I blearily caught sight of a dim figure between the tents as the ground fell away beneath us. A haughty voice met my ears as the rider looked down over the shimmering silver sides. "How ya' doin' cargo? Enjoying the flight?" She sneered at me, and I could only take in the most important details through the pain. A large horned helmet, red armor, a silver axe- and a golden buckle emblazoned with a skrill.
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**Chapter 24: Rescue?**

"Ber-Berserker." I managed to gasp. She smirked.

"What did ya' think I was? A Peaceable? Ha! Far from those wimps. Zapz and Moonshine, the mighty Berserker queens!" She shouted out, no fear of being overheard as we were now over the forest.

"My-my dragon will get you." I could barely speak, but I was getting over the initial pain.

"Ha! Not likely. That Puny Daydream couldn't track a stinkdragon. Not to mention that we- heheheh- 'handled' him earlier." I felt despair. I was now high in the air, away from people, and with no knowledge of what they could have possibly done to my beloved dragon. But I had one advantage- judging from what she said, they didn't know of Glowworm.

I just hung beneath them. What else could I do? Then I noticed a- a disturbance below us in the forest. It was like when heat rises off of stone in the summer- that weird shimmer. My eyes widened when I also saw a glimpse of black and white. Just as I started to try and make sense of it- BOOM! Three forms broke out of the canopy below. And then all I could feel was open air as I was knocked from the silver nadder's claws with a Roar! and a flash of gold. I saw stars as another set of claws caught me.

I heard the nadder's laugh, and felt it shaking its talons in excitement some as it did so, making my side burn. "Dark Thief, stop that! You're hurting her." I heard a voice scold the nadder, but I didn't take it in. My world was going fuzzy around the edges.

"Now, she is my captive! So you better fly back to that rock you came from!" A third voice shouted, with a deep, threatening undercurrent.

As my vision started coming back around, I saw the Berserker- Zapz she had called herself- facing off with Yarlo.. and his changewing. Both parties looked fit to kill.

"A rescue effort, hmm? Well, you're not getting her! I got a bone to pick." Zapz was snarky and sneering still, though I couldn't imagine her not feeling some frustration or fear at the new situation.

"Think of it as a changing of hands." Yarlo growled back. "I got my own business to attend to with her."

"Well get in line, I had her first."

"We can agree to disagree, lightning-head. I'm not leaving without her."

"Neither am I-"

"Yes, you are. She's mine now." And a spray of acid shot towards the Berserker, who retreated to avoid it. He looked over at Ney'ite, who was hovering on her boneknapper next to me. "Take her back. I can handle this." She nodded, and we turned, leaving Yarlo sparring with the nadder-rider.

"Ne- Ney'ite." I coughed out.

"Hey, it's okay. I saw you get snatched, and so I grabbed Yarlo to come and find you." I wasn't overly reassured. I hadn't had the best experiences with Yarlo in the past. But at least Ney'ite seemed strangely nice to me, considering she was helping someone who admitted to having "business to attend to" with me. We landed in the clearing that I had first seen the changewing in. "We'll wait here for Yarlo." I leaned against a tree. There was no use running, as I wouldn't be able to get far before they could catch me. Before too long, the golden scales of the changewing appeared in the trees.

"It seems you're more valuable than I thought." He spat on the ground, and I saw a slight tinge of red. "You'd better be worth it." He snapped his fingers, and the changewing zeroed in on him. "Rorrim, hold her down." Instantly the dragon was at my side, his long antennae wrapping around me. I struggled weakly, but each time I moved his grip tightened, and I stopped moving as my lungs burned as hard as my side.

"He's a trained professional. He's not going to be so easy to slip away from." As my breath panted in and out, I looked at him with narrow eyes. "Now, on the subject of slipping away- I know that you live in quite the secluded place, don't you Frost? In an area frequented by poachers and dragon traders." His voice was deceptively smooth. It was scary. This was not the Yarlo that I had seen before- the one that was so overwhelmed with his temper that he was attacking me on the bluffs at the school. This was.. controlled. It was even more frightening for it.

"It must be so easy to obtain dragons. No one would suspect. Everyone thought your family was dead." He pulled a knife out of his belt, and started looking at it closely. "And you were at the convergence point, no less. ...how convenient."

His knowledge of me was even more disconcerting than his controlled manner. Very few even knew there _was_ a convergence point, and even fewer would understand the significance of it. It was the one point where most different dragon migrations passed over. His voice turned to a bored drawl. "You even have your own bay that meets the northern sea. A safe harbor for ships. It's the perfect set up. I have to say, I applaud your family's foresight in this operation." He fiddled with the knife, finally turning it to point at me. "So, just when did it go from capturing wild dragons to stealing tame ones, hmmm? When did you start supplying the poachers?"

"What a-are you talking about? We don't work with p-poachers!" My words were rough, spoken through gritted teeth as the changewing held its grip. I gasped as the changewing responded by tightening the coils around me.

"Oh, do you now? Well, maybe you'll change your mind after we talk a little more." His voice dripped with acid honey. "After all, we have quite a deal of evidence to the contrary. Ney'ite?" He looked over to where she stood with Phantom and Dark Thief, his sharp gesture pointing to her saddle bags. She pulled out a thick book, tossing it to him, which he proceeded to flip through. "Hmmm.. The shark-winged fangtail. Fast, dangerous, and strong. Good for scuttling ships." He read off facts as he skimmed, then suddenly looked at me. "Sound familiar? After all, how would you know it is good for such without trying it out once or twice?"

I tried to speak, but a quick squeeze from the dragon shut my mouth in a grimace. "Raptortongue. Incredibly shy and hard to find, but very useful as rides, as they have very little need to rest. They power up their bodies from solar rays." His flipping got faster and faster as he started to rapidly read off names in a growing frenzy of anger. "Deceptibite. Polarserpent. Ferocious Riverfang! Clacklesting! Grapplewing!" He was ferociously turning pages now, practically tearing them from the binding! "Whipfang, Huntspri, Rustling Death!" He was panting now from all the shouting, slamming the book shut in my face. I winced. But the motion continued, and the book went sailing away into the dirt as his hands flew up to slam onto the tree on either side of my head. "How did you find them!? Where are you getting this information from!?" He glared at me, his hot , angry breath in my face. The distrust and hatred palpable. "These are dragons so rare or reclusive that most people don't know they exist. Species that are mysterious enough that they aren't found in the standard Book of Dragons." His voice was a low growl. I could do nothing to hide my fear and pain. "Dragons that are some of the strongest and most dangerous in the entire Archipelago." Then, unexpectedly, he backed off. He stopped a few paces away. "And I know why you track them down." He pointed an accusing finger at me. "I know why you look for strong, rare, powerful dragons. You are supplying the poachers. You're a trapper. A dragon trapper." He spit on the ground again, disgusted. "And even worse, a thief. You're a rotten-toothed, half-troll, DRAGON STEALER." His last two words came out from between bared teeth, a pure, unrestrained look of hatred twisting his features. "So, how much were you planning on selling that night fury to that Berserker for, huh? She would be practically priceless!"

"I-I wouldn't se-elllll Glowwwworm!" I managed to gasp out, the force of my emotions giving me strength. His eyebrows dropped in a slight amount confusion. "Nnnnoooo poaaching. Nnnooo ste-ealing. R-rescu-uers." I used the last of my air in an attempt to get this crazy, scary boy to let me breath! My vision was growing blurry again.

He looked away, his eyebrows harsh and debating. "Rorrim, drop her." I fell gasping to the ground, sucking in as much precious, beautiful damp air as I could. "Ney'ite, keep a close eye on her." And he walked away with Dark Thief following. Rorrim simply melted away into the trees. Ney'ite and Phantom walked me back to the tent, and left me to try and sleep for whatever was left of the night. But they also left me with a warning; a warning that they would be watching.
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**Chapter 25: Black and Blue**

All the teams anxiously sat underneath the main tower. The first rounds were over, and now the judges were declaring who was moving on to the next round. As each nameplate was added to the wall of competitors, there was a small cheer or congratulation to the participant. They had made it through the racers, shooters, and speed racers, but none of those were really of much interest to my clan. I watched as they started placing the names under the training category- and breathed a sigh of relief when Lilo's name was placed near the top. We all patted her on the back, watching carefully for any of the rest of us. It wasn't until obstacle courses that we saw more appear. Mik came up as one of the first, and then Collera. Gothi and Gobber hung name after name onto the board. I waited anxiously, watching for my own name. At the very bottom- Arlan, Asgardnia, Olivia.. I held my breath- Frostfire Markson! I sighed in relief when my plaque appeared as the very last name on the obstacle course space. My team all cheered, and we hugged, happy that each of us were moving on. That left only the dragon fights. Again, it was an anxious time as we watched carefully for any other opportunities. I waited as the names appeared- Yarlo, Vica, CJ the Clumsy- the list went on and on. About ¾ of the way through, I finally spotted my name again. I smiled tiredly, thinking of my promise to hold on long enough to fight CJ in the finals. Gothi hung the last plaque. I turned to Mik and Collera. "I'm so sorry. I knew that you both fought really hard. You both deserved to move on."

Collera shrugged. "Well, its not like I wasn't expecting it. I lost my fight."

Mik barked out a laugh, his voice and demeanor matching shades of gruff. "They don't know what they're doing. I could have moved on easily. But that just means that _you'll_ have to show them what it means to be a Windwalker." I nodded to all my clan. I couldn't voice how proud I was of my team. We had all made it to the second round. Standing there in our matching clan uniforms, I was elated to have them as my team. Looking around, I could tell they felt the same.

"Mik.. Collera.. Lilo.. Isabo.." I nodded at each. "No matter how this competition ends, I can't say how proud I am of each of you. We've come so far from that ragtag group in the woods that first night. We are proud. We are strong." My fist shook up and down with each phrase. "We are a team. We are Windwalkers!" I shouted the final word, throwing my fist in the air.

"WINDWALKERS!" Our clan shouted out, our hands all coming together in the middle. Immediately other clans took up calls of their own, making the air reverberate with "Phantom Lords!", "Firebolts!", and "Loki's Army!" A horn sounded over the clamour. It was time for the start of the second rounds. And all the clans roared in approval!

"Oooh, she's got this!" Mik, Isabo, Collera, and I were seated in the stands as Lilo worked with her nadder below. The second round of training was starting to get demanding. The trainers were all working in one group, having to make their dragons all do the same action at the same time. If they didn't react fast enough, or were too impatient to get started, their commands would be off kilter from the others. The goal was to have everyone flow smoothly at once- but of course that was much easier said than done. Between human reaction time, dragon obedience, and the attempt to do it as a group there were many factors that could mess up your performance. And Gothi's sharp eyes were quick to pick out anyone who's timing was off. We had already dropped to half, with Lilo and her dragon staying strong.

After shrinking to the last ten or so- including Lilo, the judges had them switch gears and gave them free reign. Now we were at the fun part! Trainers did anything they could to show off their tricks and training ability. I started seeing flips, flaming spirals, and sky-diving taking over the field. Lilo and her nadder were currently flying straight up in a graceful spiral while shooting off small bursts of flame and an odd assortment of spines. "Umm, no offense, but there are certainly trainers giving a more flashy performance with better showmanship."

"Isabo, just you wait. Lilo knows what she is doing. She's not going to let us down." I was secretly holding my breath just as much as Isabo seemed to be. Her final performance had been one thing that Lilo had refused to let us see previous to today.

"Trust me. Besides, I want you to all be just as surprised as the rest of the audience. So, what we are doing is our secret." Lilo had said with a wink. And I did trust her judgement. She was the best trainer in our group, and I knew she would never let us down.

At the peak of their flight, Bandit let out an ear-splitting roar, instantly tucking in his wings and turning into a free fall. As they rocketed downwards, his maw opened, filling with flames that never left his mouth... Until they leapt back along the length of his body. Now they were alight, like a monstrous nightmare, but never had a dragon been ridden while there was so much flame, and absolutely never on a nadder. The crowd gasped in awe at the gorgeous flaming star falling swiftly from the heavens, bathed in pure white flames. I could no longer see Lilo on his back and it scared me. What was she thinking?! Why had she pushed so hard?! Bandit's fall grew even more dizzying to watch as he started to spiral around, turning his cloak into a torus of flames. Tail spines flew out around them, impaling into the ground. Even the other competitors had stopped to watch this daredevil stunt. As my awe faded away, I gasped in horror. They were coming in too fast! They had passed the point to safely pull up! Without thinking, I shouted her name, but Lilo would never have heard me over the other gasps and cheers. My fists were held tight against my mouth as I waited for the pair to crunch into the hard earth. The flames cloaked the figures fully, and I winced as I heard the horrible sound as they hit the ground. The fire blasted out along the ground in a spectacular wave, accompanied by shards of nadder spines. Dirt was flying everywhere, hiding the pair from view. I stared intently, needing to know but horrified by what I knew I would eventually see... Lilo and Bandit... standing?! I couldn't believe it! Bandit was standing proudly, his wings spread wide as his fire slowly extinguished. Lilo sat calmly on his back, removing a pair of goggles and waving up at the now hysterical crowd. Gothi and Gobber ran up to them, and Gobber swung her around before sitting her on his shoulder. Everyone was cheering, other than a few competitors, but even they looked highly impressed by the stunt that should have killed them. I grinned giddily at my cheering and whooping teammates. "Well guys, it looks like it's our turn! Let's not let her outdo us!"

The goggles pressed into the bridge of my nose, but I didn't care. This speed, it was exhilarating! It was the speed only a night fury could bring. Left under a tree branch, up over a boulder, around the marker pole and back towards the finish line! This was my final obstacle course, and so far I had been making good, solid times through each track. Though, I wasn't really surprised. Night furies were born for racing, and Glowworm and I had been flying together for almost as long as Toothless and Hiccup. We were screeching down the final stretch, bobbing and weaving through a tight tunnel of rocks. I could hear the other riders enter the other branches of the cave, their wing beats echoing off the walls. I stretched down further and tighter against Glowworm's back, wincing and gritting my teeth as the wound pulled. But I wouldn't let it stop me. Our team had been doing so well today, and I wanted to keep our streak going. As we shot out of the end of the tunnel, I felt an impact on my shoulder, as we were knocked aside. "Olivia!" I growled out between gritted teeth, clutching my side as the boneknapper stroked past us. Glowworm growled as well, her wings moving faster from the heat of competition.

"Sorry, but I'm not going easy on you!" She grinned at me, then tucked in close to her dragon as he picked up speed going into some hairpin turns.

"Neither are we." I ground out, lying as flat as I could to my dragon's back. She let out a competitive roar- a challenge- and performed an excellent corkscrew to take us over the top of the pair and back into the lead. Doooooowwn we dove, towards the sea into another one of the numerous caves. Round about the rocks, dodging left, right, up, dive again! We narrowly, missed a low hanging stalactite before shooting straight up and out of the hole in the ground that was the finish line.

"Fiiiirrssstttt!" I heard Gobber yell as we finally slowed our mad dash and came down to a soft landing. I was panting really hard, rubbing Glowworm to show how proud I was of her. I wasn't fooling her, though, and she trotted over to Gothi, who was already waiting with the next set of herbs.

I slipped off, a little off balance from our flight. It was a good thing that Gothi was quite strong despite her age and size. She held me up, and gently handed me the bundle of herbs that I needed to eat. "Thanks Gothi." I smiled at her kindness as I sighed tiredly. My wound really took a lot of the fight out of me. But I wasn't going to let that stop me from doing my utmost for the team. But, on the other hand, I wasn't going to be stupid about how I handled myself. I had finished my last race, and now I was going to just go rest and recover. After all, I would need all my strength for the final event- dragon fights.


End file.
